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ABSTRACT 
Globally, more than enough food is produced to feed the world’s nine billion people (a figure 
that is expected to peak in 2050). Yet despite this, every year almost one billion people 
experience food insecurity. The consequences of food insecurity are set to be greatly 
exacerbated by climate change; circumstances that will be acutely experienced in 
developing countries, where the intersection of poverty and food insecurity is often 
concentrated. In this context, Timor-Leste, as one of the least developed countries (UN, 
1998; IPCC, 2007; McMichael, 2008), will stand to suffer the earliest and the most 
detrimental impacts of climate change for food security, unless substantive mitigation and 
adaption actions are taken.  
With this as context, this thesis examines the impacts of agri-food development policies for 
food security in Timor-Leste. Through the adoption of a critical political economy 
perspective, this thesis undertakes an historical analysis of the causes of food insecurity. It 
then explores food sovereignty as a possible pathway for rebuilding the current food system, 
particularly in the context of climate change. This approach contributes to extending 
sociological understandings of, and responses to, food insecurity in Timor-Leste; 
representing a departure from many earlier studies, which have centrally focused upon 
technical barriers to food security.  
Methodologically, the thesis adopts a constructivist approach, accepting that different 
realities exist across multiple stakeholders engaged in the food and climate change nexus, 
and that truth or knowledge claims are both constructed and relative. The thesis undertakes 
a comparative case study approach, through the selection of cases across three villages in 
Timor-Leste. Data from these cases is augmented by interviews with additional 
stakeholders, including politicians, NGOs, academics and students. A total of 130 interviews 
were conducted in this study. This was complemented with document analysis, observation 
and a seminar.  
The results show that post-independence Timor-Leste has embraced a modernist techno-fix 
development pathway to food security. This is an-elite driven approach, rendering local 
people with very limited roles in determining priorities, and unable to shape the form or 
outcomes of policies and programs. These development pathways have delivered limited 
benefits to the poor and vulnerable, as well as further widening the gap between the poor 
and rich. Despite this, the current government is seeking to solve Timor-Leste’s food security 
problems through continued agricultural modernisation and market liberalisation. This has 
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resulted in significant negative consequences, including nutrition transition, dependency on 
imported white rice, and increased dependence on the state as a food and service provider.  
This thesis concludes by arguing that the root cause of food insecurity in Timor-Leste is an 
outcome of political failures that disempower at both macro and micro levels. Ensuring good 
governance–which is important to enable democratic participation of all stakeholders to 
exercise their deliberative capacity to shape policies and their outcomes–will be a vital part 
of building food security in Timor-Leste. The food sovereignty paradigm, including its 
commitment to democratic governments; based on the principle that food is a fundamental 
human right; and the basis for healthy and sustainable livelihoods, offers important insights 
into rebuilding both democratic and sustainable food systems.  
While modernist techno-fix and market based approaches to addressing food security have 
not had significant positive impacts on the poor and vulnerable, food sovereignty also 
depends on a numbers of factors, including access to productive resources–including land–
which enables communities to control their food system. Informed by food sovereignty, and 
broader deliberative governance thinking, this thesis concludes by arguing that rebuilding of 
the current food system will require what Moyer, McAllister, Finley & Soifer (2001) refer to as 
both reformer and radical change approaches; which translates into building cooperation 
between different stakeholders, as well as land and policy reform in order to allow those 
most in need to be able to provide food for themselves. Such transformations will be 
required to enable contemporary approaches to transforming food systems to create the 
basis for a sustainable, fair and just national food system in the context of climate change for 
Timor-Leste. 
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CHAPTER ONE – INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Background 
Globally, more than enough food is produced to feed nine billion people (the expected 
population peak in 2050), but every year millions of people struggle to get enough food and 
annually almost one billion people are food insecure (Godfray et al., 2010; Altieri, Nicholls, & 
Funes, 2012). While millions of people go without food often in poor countries, at the same 
time millions globally suffer from obesity and degenerative diseases associated with 
overconsumption (Popkin, 1993, 2008; Friel & Lichacz, 2010). This is because the current 
developmental model is attendant on neoliberal policies that have been intensified in the 
past few decades alongside globalisation, deregulation and free trade. These policies focus 
exclusively on profit maximisation rather than on any social and moral imperative to ensure a 
fair, just and sustainable food system (Lawrence, Lyons, & Wallington, 2010; Lawrence, 
Richards & Lyons, 2013).  
Directly associated with the significant problems of food insecurity, the world is also 
witnessing problems associated with overproduction and consumption, pollution, loss of top 
soil and ground water, and increasing greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere, which 
cause climate change, which in turn affects food production (Norberg-Hodge, Merrifield, & 
Gorelick, 2002; Hurni et al., 2009; Scrinis & Lyons, 2010; Lawrence et al., 2013; Lyons, 
Richards, Desfours, & Amati, 2013). Climate change is defined as “any systematic change in 
the long-term statistics of climate elements (such as temperature, pressure, or winds) 
sustained over several decades or longer” (Dessler, 2012, p. 4) due to both human and 
natural activities. In the context of these multiple crises, the world is in need of an alternative 
food provisioning system that can address food insecurity, and at the same time have 
positive effects on the climate change problem.  
Food security is “a situation in which all people at all times have physical and economic 
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food 
preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 2002, p. 1). As a concept, it originated in 
the mid-1970s as world leaders sought to address food problems at a time of global food 
crisis (see Chapter Three). Achieving food security relies on addressing problems across the 
entire food system, including throughout the production, processing, distribution, retailing 
and consumption, as well as in waste management and recycling resources, and includes 
both rural and urban communities (Staatz, 2000; Gregory, Ingram & Brklacich, 2005; 
Ericksen, 2008). The food system is shaped by political, socioeconomic, cultural and 
2 
 
environmental factors (Ericksen, 2008). Each of these factors alone or in combination can 
affect the food system, resulting in insufficient food supply both in terms of quantity and 
quality with concomitant impacts on food security and malnourishment (Lawrence et al., 
2013). Food insecurity can be episodic, occurring in times of crisis such as war or it can be 
seasonal/chronic, meaning that it occurs on regular basis (FAO, 2002). 
These problems have provided a timely opportunity for an evaluation of the impact of the 
current global food system (GFS) on Timor-Leste. The GFS is characterised by “large-scale, 
highly mechanised, monocultural, and chemical-intensive methods with production oriented 
toward distant and increasingly global markets”, as well as being capital and chemical 
intensive (Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002, pp. 3-4; see also Lawrence et al., 2010). The global 
food system is fundamentally determined by technology and international forces, which limits 
control by the state and citizens (Springfield, 2012). In many cases foods are grown, 
processed, packed and transported across various points on the globe to retailing outlets 
and to points of consumption or plate (Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002; Pretty, Ball, Lang, & 
Marison, 2005; Lawrence et al., 2010). During the past three decades, food security has 
been shaped by neoliberalism (Lawrence et al., 2013), a political economic phenomenon 
that promotes privatisation and free markets, and limits state intervention (Harvey, 2005). 
This means food security is determined by economic growth and measured by Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP), which leads to the prescription of “productivist agriculture”, a 
modern farming system that relies on increasing food production through the use of 
improved or modern technology (Buttel, 2005).   
Since World War II, the global approach to addressing food insecurity and hunger has 
remained unchanged. This approach focuses on productivist agriculture through the use of 
Green Revolution technologies and market liberalisation. The modernist techno-fix is based 
on the assumption that all problems can be solved by science and technology (Ehrenfeld, 
1981; Scrinis & Lyons, 2010). This has significantly increased crop production as more land 
is put into production through mechanisation, irrigation, chemical inputs, high-yielding 
varieties and massive land clearing (Matson et, al., 1997; Pretty et al., 2000; FAO, 2011). 
However, existing literature shows that  agricultural modernisation has also produced hunger 
and starvation, poverty, widespread environmental degradation, weakened communities, 
and damaged economies throughout the world (Chamala, 1990; Altieri, 1989; McMichael, 
2008, 2014; McKittrick, 2012). In addition, according to GRAIN (2015a) corporate-led 
agriculture is responsible for 44–57% of greenhouse gas emissions from the agricultural 
sector. 
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Despite this, many institutions such as the IMF, FAO, and the World Bank continuously 
advocate for free trade and agricultural modernisation (Murphy, 2010) and the use of 
“climate smart genes” as adaptation measures to extreme weather events to increase 
agricultural productivity (Wheeler & von Braun, 2013; Altieri & Nicholls, 2013). These 
international policy initiatives have made many developing countries see agricultural 
modernisation as the most appropriate solution to food insecurity problems (Rasul & Thapa, 
2004; Petersen, 2005) instead of questioning the nature of the development that has 
benefited the rich and developed countries while disproportionately affecting the livelihoods 
of the poor. For instance, in 2000, the leaders of the developed world gave commitments to 
tackling global poverty through the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015. One of 
the eight MDGs focuses on eradicating poverty and hunger (Cohen & Brown, 2005; UN, 
2015a). However, this has failed to address the central issues of power imbalance between 
developed and developing countries as well as rich and poor people, which remains the 
main cause of food insecurity. In addition, the modernist techno-fix pathway to agricultural 
development involves top-down scientific decision-making processes, which overlook the 
importance of local knowledge for food production and consumption (Beckie, 2000; Norberg-
Hodge et al., 2002; Desmarais, 2007). The scientific approach limits broad scale 
participation in identifying priorities and designing programs. As such, when programs fail to 
deliver results, farmers are blamed for not following prescribed requirements or for failing to 
use appropriate technologies (see Chapter Three), rather than the suitability of the 
development approach to the local contexts and values being questioned.  
Consequently, food insecurity and poverty are still prevalent in many developing regions 
including Sub-Saharan Africa and the Pacific. It is estimated more than 50% of the 
proportion of undernourished people reside in developing countries, from about 23% in 
1990–1992 to 13% in 2014–2016 (UN, 2015a) despite the first objective of MDGs was to 
eradicate extreme poverty and hunger. One in seven children under age of five in the world 
is underweight and around 25% of children around the world remain stunted (UN, 2014). 
Therefore, despite some progress having been made in reducing undernourishment globally 
by lifting more than 1 billion people out of extreme poverty since 1990 (UN, 2015a), the 
world has failed to meet the first of the MDGs1.  
Adding to the concerns about food security are the potential impacts of climate change on 
crop production, and therefore food trading. Much research identifies that the cost of climate 
change will mostly be borne by developing countries, specifically poor, natural resource 
dependent communities, and this is despite these countries having made a minor 
                                               
1
 MDGs have now been replaced by SGDs (Sustainable Development Goals) (UN, 2015c). 
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contribution to the causes of the problem (Stern, 2006; IPCC, 2007; McMichael, 2008). 
Despite the projected impacts of climate change and the need for immediate global actions 
to curb catastrophic effects, at the international level political rhetoric has not translated into 
action. Increasingly, responsibilities to developing countries for addressing climate change 
have been diluted (Raman & Chiew, 2015). Parties to the United Nations Framework 
Convention for Climate Change (UNFCCC) have often fought over the wording of the 
agreement rather than taken up responsibility for significantly cutting the emissions in order 
to prevent catastrophic impacts on the poor. Even the 2015 Paris Agreement, heralded as a 
great success in international negotiation, is a weak agreement that wipes out the historical 
responsibility of the developed countries, and provides limited financial commitment to be 
made by the developed countries to assist developing countries (UN, 2015b). 
Recurrent malnutrition problems, coupled with growing environmental issues associated with 
the GFS have led many people throughout the world to look for an alternative food 
provisioning system that is rooted in social equity and in better harmony with the 
environment (Freenstra, 2002; Wittman, Desmarais, & Wiebe, 2010; Lang, 2010). The long- 
term sustainability of the GFS–characterised by industrialisation, mechanisation, use of fossil 
fuel, fertilisers and pesticides is in question due to the environmental, social, economic and 
cultural problems their overuse can cause (Freenstra, 2002; Lyson & Guptill, 2004; Rosset, 
2008; Pimbert, 2009; McMichael, 2014). One of the alternative approaches is food 
sovereignty, which has been advocated by La via Campesina, arguably the largest peasant 
movement on the planet, for a radical opposition to productivist agriculture and the 
inequitable power relations on which it relies. It calls for food sovereignty for every country 
as a genuine solution to food security (Rosset, 2008; Patel, 2009). Food sovereignty is 
defined as “the right of peoples, communities, and countries to define their own agriculture, 
labour, fishing, food and land policies which are ecologically, socially, economically and 
culturally appropriate to their unique circumstances” (Trauger, 2015, p. 1). 
This thesis takes these global issues of the GFS, modernist techno-fix agricultural practices 
and the related issues of food security and climate change and applies them to my home, 
the newly-independent nation of Timor-Leste. This study was born out of my desire to 
understand how better agri-food development polices might deliver a just, fair and 
sustainable food system to all Timorese. In this thesis I trace the pathways that Timor-Leste 
has taken to fulfil the dream of food security since emerging as a sovereign state in 2002, 
after almost 450 years of colonial occupation by Portugal, 24 years of a repressive 
Indonesian military regime, and 3 years under United Nations Transitional Administration 
(UNTAET). 
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Timor-Leste is an agrarian country; with more than 70% of its population living and working 
as subsistence farmers (NSD, 2010a). Subsistence farming in Timor-Leste refers to farming 
households which have less than 2 ha of land and often involves diversified farming 
practices (Williams et al., 2013). The agri-food development in the country has been shaped 
by its rich and dynamic history, including almost 500 years of foreign occupation. 
Understanding the influence of these regimes on agri-food development policies, including 
denying the right of the most vulnerable people access to sufficient food, is one of the 
objectives of this research. 
Since independence, successive Timorese governments have initiated a range of agriculture 
related programs and policies to address food insecurity problems. One particularly well 
known program is the Seeds of Life (SoL), an Australia Centre for International Agricultural 
Research (ACIAR) research project which involved the import, trial and distribution of high-
yielding varieties of various seeds. SoL was established in 2000 with support from centres2 
belonging to the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) 
(Piggin& Palmer, 2003; Ceniceros et al., 2003; SoL, 2006; Shepherd, 2009). The other goal 
of the SoL project was to enhance the capacity of Timorese scientists and technicians to 
independently develop and manage crop improvement programs for the benefits of the 
nation and village farmers (Piggin& Palmer, 2003). The initial phase was implemented only 
in research stations, with no elected government officials involved in the project, and the 
agreement for the project was signed with the United Nations Transitional Administration in 
East Timor (UNTAET). It was only in 2005 the project expanded to include trials on farmer’s 
fields (SoL, 2006), an outcome linked to involvement by the Australian Agency for 
International Development (AusAID) in catering for research, extension and capacity building 
activities. SoL is expected to end in 2016 will be replaced by TOMAK (toos ba moris diak, 
Farming for Prosperity) which will run until 2021. 
The Timorese Government has also implemented other programs, such as distributing 
tractors, implementing free tilling, subsidising rice bags, Povo Kuda Governo Sosa (the 
People Plant, the Government Buys), suco ida produtu ida (one village one product), and 
supporting various development aid projects implemented by NGOs to address poverty and 
food insecurity. Yet poverty and malnutrition remain widespread. It is estimated around 52% 
of the population lives below the poverty line, and 60–70% of the country’s people are food 
insecure (Oxfam 2008; Molyneux et al., 2012). Timor-Leste ranks third in the Global Hunger 
                                               
2
 These included the International Maize and Wheat Improvement Centre, the International Rice Research Institute, the 
International Potato Centre, the International Centre for Research in the Semi-Arid Tropics, and the International Centre for 
Tropical Agriculture. The Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research, used the research of these groups as the 
basis for developing their new programs called “Seeds of Life”. This program began as a collaboration between ACIAR and the 
Division of Agriculture Affair of UNTAET (Piggin& Palmer, 2003). 
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Index, just behind Burundi and Eritrea (Global Hunger Index, 2014). Several other reports 
(see TLFNS, 2014; MoH, 2014) show that malnutrition remains high—in 2013, 50.2% of 
children under 5 years were classified as stunted (too short for their age), 11% as wasting 
(too thin for their height) and about 38% as underweight (a combination of stunting and 
wasting). 
These problems are expected to be exaggerated by population growth and climate change, 
as the former is projected to grow substantially in coming years leading to double, if not 
triple, the current population by the year of 2050 (NSD, 2010a), while the latter is expected 
to have significant impacts on crop production in poor and developing countries including 
Timor-Leste. This situation is well acknowledged by the Government of Timor-Leste in 
various official documents (see for example RDTL, 2010a, 2011), which highlight the 
vulnerability of the country to the impact of climate change from different factors, including a 
high dependence on natural resources and low institutional capacity. Politically, Timor-Leste 
is a signatory to various international treaties in the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Kyoto Protocol, the Convention to Combat 
Desertification (UNCCD), and the Convention on Biological Diversity (UNCBD) (RDTL, 
2011). However, in pursuing economic development the government policies based on a 
modernist techno-fix agenda and market-based approach, have, according to existing 
literature, contributed significantly to changing global climate regimes and food insecurity in 
the first place.  
In this thesis I argue that the modernist techno-fix approach to agricultural development and 
market-based policies for food security have significantly impacted on the right to food for 
the majority of Timorese people, with regard to access to sufficient food. They have also 
transformed local peoples’ diet, for example by increasing dependence on food imports such 
as white rice. This has also increased local people’s dependence on the state to provide 
subsidised rice. However, the Government’s ability to provide food is limited due to the 
implementation of other policy measures such as a low importation tax. In addition, the 
current policies for agricultural development and food security have created social 
inequalities. This is because access to food is increasingly shaped by political and economic 
power, with the rich and developed countries accumulating more, while the poor are left 
malnourished.  
Considering that food system sustainability is rooted in inclusive and authentic participation 
of all stakeholders (Sarkissian, Hofer, Shore, Vajda, & Willkinson, 2009), I argue for a reform 
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of the ways in which decisions are made and implemented, from an elite3-based, top-down 
process to also include a bottom-up process, to allow all stakeholders to exercise their 
deliberative capacity in determining priorities and shaping their outcomes (Dryzek, 2009; 
Lyons, 2013). This would enable a combination of ideas, initiatives and measures able to 
achieve food security for all Timorese.   
1.2 Research questions 
This thesis examines the impact of agri-food development policies on food security in Timor-
Leste in the context of climate change through a critical political economy perspective. This 
is in contrast to many other studies, which have focused on technical barriers to food 
insecurity (see for example Molyneux et al., 2012; Borges et al., 2009). It also explores the 
concepts and principle of food sovereignty as a possible pathway to reimagining the current 
food system that can cater for all Timorese people currently and under climate change.   
In this thesis I use a series of case studies of farming villages in Timor-Leste, augmented by 
interviews with stakeholders including politicians, NGOs and academics, to build a 
comprehensive multi-perspective understanding of the problem of food security in Timor-
Leste.  I use this understanding to address the following research questions:  
1. How did agri-food policies implemented under foreign occupations impact on the right 
to food of the people of Timor-Leste? 
2. How, in turn, do agri-food policies pursued in the post-dependence Timor-Leste 
shape food security currently and in context of climate change?  
3. To what extent do the actual experiences of agri-food practices in Timor-Leste 
resonate with the broader concepts and principles of food sovereignty? And how 
helpful are such experiences for addressing climate change and food insecurity?  
1.3 Structure of the thesis 
The research will be presented in nine chapters. This chapter has provided an overview of 
the research context and introduced the research topic.  
Chapter Two provides an overview of the geographic, climatic, demographic, sociocultural 
and economic features of Timor-Leste. In addition, it charts the governance and historical 
evolution of the agri-food development in the country.  
                                               
3
 Elite refers to the dominant political, socioeconomic, and cultural strata, and in particular, to capitalists and landlords, along 
with top level managers and administrators of the state and other major social institutions and leadership positions in the 
political system (Robinson, 2012, p. 351). 
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Chapter Three presents the relevant literature on the evolution of the contemporary food 
provisioning system policies and their impacts, climate change and food security, and food 
sovereignty as an alternative policy to the current food provisioning system. Understanding 
how the literature portrays the causes of food insecurity, and what should be done to 
address the problems, is important in identifying the impacts of agri-food development 
policies for food security in Timor-Leste. The different discourses about food systems 
presented in this chapter also provide a direction for the theoretical framework that would 
help us to understand the relationship between agri-food development policies and food 
security in Timor-Leste, which will be discussed in the later parts of this chapter.  
Chapter Four outlines the research methodology of this study. The study is based on 
qualitative data from the three case studies, which were generated through a number of 
methods including in-depth interviews with various stakeholders; document analysis; 
observation in the form of field visits and participation in various meetings and conferences. 
This thesis has a particular emphasis on the lived experience of farming communities. 
Research findings are presented in Chapters Five through Seven. Chapter Five presents the 
impacts of neoliberal market-based approaches to food security through the story of white 
rice. This chapter demonstrates that the transition to white rice dependence in Timor-Leste is 
the result of modernisation and market-driven food security policies. The outcomes of this 
transition have profound socioeconomic and ecological impacts, which I will discuss in the 
latter part of the chapter.  
In Chapter Six, I trace the post-independence agricultural development policies that have 
shaped food security in Timor-Leste, by discussing the premises and the costs of agricultural 
modernisation. The chapter argues that continued pursuit of agricultural modernisation 
policies would lock the country into dependency on technological paths and the country’s 
food system would become increasingly vulnerable to structural shocks, such as food 
speculation and financial crisis, as have occurred in many countries. The chapter concludes 
that the current approaches to agricultural modernisation have facilitated a new social class 
formation, “the elites” and offer accumulation opportunities while marginalising poor and 
vulnerable people. This new political economic power with a vested interest in the 
modernisation approach could become an obstacle for the development of a sustainable 
food system, such as food sovereignty, in Timor-Leste.  
Chapter Seven, the last empirical findings chapter, examines the nexus between scientific 
discourses on climate change, local experiences, and the Government of Timor-Leste’s agri-
food development policies in the context of climate change. The chapter concludes that 
government policies addressing food insecurity through market and modernisation solutions 
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do not correspond with its efforts in addressing the impact of climate change. The chapter 
also concludes that addressing food insecurity under climate change demands a new policy 
direction that promotes solutions to food insecurity that have positive congruent outcomes to 
the efforts to respond to climate change. This is particularly important as the most vulnerable 
to the impacts of climate change are poor farmers, landless coffee pickers and poor urban 
residents who cannot afford to participate fully in the market economy. 
Chapter Eight, the discussion, provides a theoretical synthesis of the empirical findings of 
this thesis by providing the experience of Timor-Leste in agri-food system governance within 
the global food system and in the context of climate change. It begins with the key themes 
emerging from the empirical findings, focusing on issues related to governance, 
participation, science and sustainability, land rights and market-based solutions to climate 
change. It then focuses on food sovereignty as a pathway to a sustainable food system in 
the context of climate change.  
In Chapter Nine, the thesis concludes with a summary of the findings, detailing how each 
research question is answered. The practical recommendations for rebuilding the 
contemporary Timor-Leste food system are presented. Then the contribution to knowledge is 
presented as well as some limitations and further research opportunities.   
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CHAPTER TWO – HISTORICAL AGRI-FOOD 
GOVERNANCE IN TIMOR-LESTE 
2.1 Introduction  
It is estimated that agriculture in Timor-Leste can be dated back to 3000BC (Glover, 1977). 
This evidence has been interpreted as the initial arrival of agricultural immigrants from the 
west or north to the island (Glover, 1977; Fox, 2003a). However, it was through almost 
500 years of foreign occupation and administrations by Portugal, Indonesia, and the United 
Nations (UN) that farming practices were transformed in Timor-Leste. Recounting this 
historical development and the complex geographical, socio-cultural and climatic diversity of 
the island provides essential context for a nuanced understanding of post-dependence food 
and agriculture (agri-food) governance in Timor-Leste. 
The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First it provides an overview of the geographic, 
climatic, demographic, socio-cultural and economic features of Timor-Leste. Second, it 
charts the governance and historical evolution of food and agricultural development in the 
country. This chapter is divided into four parts. It begins with an overall description of the 
geographic, climatic, demographic and socio-cultural features of Timor-Leste. This is 
followed by a discussion of its economic characteristics. Thirdly, it traces the political history 
of country through agri-food development policies and their impact on food security. Finally, 
the last part highlights some important developments in the post-independence period in 
decision-making, transparency, participation, accountability and empowerment of the local 
people and the consequences for food security.  
The chapter concludes by providing a summary of social, economic and cultural 
characteristics, as well as agri-food developmental policies in Timor-Leste. It is argued that 
agri-food development in Timor-Leste has been shaped by a rich and dynamic history 
including almost 500 years of foreign occupation and administration by Portuguese, 
Indonesia and the UN, circumstances that have contributed to food insecurity in the country. 
Understanding historical perspectives and the geographic, climatic, demographic, socio-
cultural and economic features of the country sets the scene and background for a 
comprehensive examination of agri-food governance in Timor-Leste in the post-
independence period.  
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2.2 Geographic and sociocultural characteristics 
2.2.1 Geography and Climate 
The Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste (RDTL) covers an area of about 14,954 km2 (NSD 
& UNFPA, 2011), comprising the eastern half of the island of Timor, the enclave Oecusse 
which is nestled inside Indonesian West Timor, and the islands of Atauro and Jaco (Figure 
2.1). Other than Indonesia, with which Timor-Leste shares common borders, its closest 
neighbour is Australia, with Darwin about 400 nautical miles away (RDTL, 2010a). Timor-
Leste has around 600,000ha (hectares) of land suitable for crop and livestock production 
(FAO & WFP, 2003). According to da Cruz (2013), there is about 71,000ha of potential rice 
fields in the country, of which 40,000ha is currently under cultivation; with 274,000ha of 
upland farms, of which 80,000ha is functional.  
 
 
     Figure 2.1 Map of Timor-Leste (East Timor). Source: http://www.worldatlas.com 
 
The geological structure and evolution of the island of Timor has been described as “the 
most complicated in the archipelago” (Metzner, 1977, p. 20), culminating in dramatic 
topography “which is broadly characterised by a core of rugged hill and mountain land 
consisting of a confused mass of knife-edged, highly dissected ridges trending in various 
directions and craggy upland blocks” (Metzner, 1977, p. 22). Most of the country has a slope 
of 8–25% and others have suggested that about 44% of the country has a slope of greater 
than 40% (Barnett, Dessai, & Jones, 2007). The soils of the high slopes are not suitable for 
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conventional modes of agricultural development. This is because modernist agricultural 
development relies on technologies such as irrigation schemes and mechanisation to enable 
monoculture farming production (see Chapter Three). Despite this, subsistence farmers 
throughout the country, as well as around the world, have been farming on these lands for 
generations using traditional farming and crop diversification practices to produce food for 
most of the people (see Altieri, 2002). 
In most cases soil in Timor-Leste is alkaline and consists of sediments of calcareous rock or 
limestone, which has low water-holding capacity, as well as being relatively thin (Metzner, 
1977). Many reports (see Mubyarto, et al., 1991; Barnett et al., 2007) refer to this type of soil 
as unproductive due to low fertility and its susceptibility to landslide and erosion. Better soil 
quality can be found along river valleys, flat-lands and on the southern coast. In most areas 
the unproductive soil is compounded by tropical temperatures, which fuel faster 
decomposition of humus and other organic matters (Sandlund et al., 2001).  
Timor-Leste’s climate is often influenced by the Asian monsoon system and El Niño 
Southern Oscillation (ENSO), which determines the alternation of erratic phases of drought 
and flood periods (Fox, 2003b; Barnett et al., 2007). During an El Niño period, the country 
experiences long drought conditions, while in La Niña there is respite and it experiences an 
extended wet season, which can cause flooding (Fox, 2003b). It has a tropical climate with 
little temperature variations throughout the year with an average temperature of 27°C in the 
coastal areas and 25°C in the highlands (Kirono, 2010). The north coast is generally drier 
than the south coast, while the mountains receive more rain than the coast. The Northern 
region is influenced by a Northern Monomodal rainfall pattern resulting in a 4–6 month rainy 
season, usually from December to April or June. The southern part experiences the 
Southern Bimodal rainfall pattern resulting in a 7–9 month rainy season with two peaks, in 
December and May. The additional rains in the south coast allow farmers to produce rice, 
which is the second most important food crop in the country after corn (Barnett et al., 2007).  
In agro-climatic terms, the country is divided into six zones with specific microclimatic 
features (Table 2.1). Understanding these microclimatic features is integral to the 
sustainability of local food systems as crop production is, as discussed above, often 
constrained by drought and extensive rainfall (see Chapter Seven). 
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     Table 2.1: Agro-climatic zones in Timor-Leste 
 
 
    Source: Fox, 2003b, p. 111 
2.2.2 Demographic characteristics 
The 2010 National Census showed the population was 1,066,409, of which more than 70% 
lived in rural areas. However, the Census also depicted an emerging trend, also reflected in 
international patterns, where more people (29.6%) lived in urban centres in 2010 than in 
2004 (25.9%) (Table 2.2), showing a sign of rural–urban drift (McWilliam, 2015).  
       Table 2.2: Population by urban and rural areas, and groupings in 2004 and 2010 
 
 
      Source: NDS, 2010a 
Table 2.3 shows that Dili’s population has risen from 19% of the national population in 2004 , 
to about 22% in 2010. During the same period, the proportion of the nation’s population 
living in rural areas decreased across all districts with the exception of Manatuto and Aileu 
districts. This shift has happened despite rural areas experiencing more population growth 
(5.9 children per women) than urban areas (4.9 children per women).  Contributing factors to 
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internal rural-urban migration is the persistence of inequalities between rural and urban life in 
terms of accessing economic opportunities and services (McWilliam, 2015). 
The 2010 Census also showed that Timor-Leste is a relatively young population, with an 
estimated 61% of the population under the age of 25, and with a median age of about 
19 years. The economically active population (15–64 years old) was 53.9% of the total 
population (NSD, 2010a). All of this suggests that the need for jobs is high, which puts 
further pressure on decision-makers to provide solutions.  
 
  Table 2.3: Population by district in 2010 and 2004 
 
 
  Source: NSD, 2010a 
Timor-Leste has a rich and diverse ethnic make-up—Melanesian, Polynesian, Aboriginal and 
mixed ethnic groups of Chinese, Portuguese and Africans—(Kingsbury, 2000; McWilliams & 
Traube, 2011). This is partly due to its long history of human settlement (Carrascalão, 1998; 
Kingsbury, 2000; Fox, 2001) as well as “adaptation and development including contact with 
neighbouring groups” (Fox, 2011, p. 248). As a result, Timor-Leste has “some 16 different 
language groups, along with a further 35 dialects” (Kingsbury, 2000, p. 17), which can be 
broadly categorised into “two large language families, Austronesian and Trans-New Guinea 
Phylum” (Fox, 2001, p. 159). Tetum, which emanates from Dili (Tetum Praca), is the 
country’s lingua franca. 
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In the past, Timorese social structure consisted of four strata: dassi (the king and his 
relatives); dato (the nobility); reino (the class of free people); and, ornasa or ata (the slaves 
or people who were not free). The relationship between the first two classes (king and 
nobility) with populacão (commoners) was paternalistic, so working for the king such as 
helping with the harvest or tilling was not considered as oppression, rather a normal thing to 
do (Mubyarto et al., 1991). This structure continued and expanded during Portuguese 
occupation, thereby placing Portuguese people (government administrators) at the top of the 
ladder, followed by mixed-race (Topasses) (Franke, 1976), Chinese and Arabic traders, 
while indigenous Timorese were almost always at the bottom of the ladder. As such, 
indigenous people tended to come last for education, health care and social services, 
resulting in just a few obtaining a good education during the Portuguese rule, and 
constituting the core leadership in the post-dependence era (Peake, 2013). 
During Indonesian occupation, the top elites were administrators and military, business 
people and public servants. These groups were followed by church workers, with most local 
people tending to remain at the bottom of the social order. In the post-independence era, the 
elites from these three different epochs merged and forged a new social structure to include 
elites from the military or guerrilla resistance and young educated professionals at different 
levels. The elites in the post-independence era also included the people from the diaspora of 
various countries including Australia, Mozambique and Portugal, political parties, state 
bureaucracy, security forces, business people, the Catholic Church, and civil society. All of 
this suggests a different outlook and power (Guterres, 2006). At the village, the descendants 
of liurai and dato continue to enjoy higher social status than ordinary people as they have 
access to more resources, particularly land. 
These social inequalities have been persistent in the history of Timor-Leste. They were 
reworked and revived during the Indonesian occupation. In the post-independence period, 
these inequalities have continued to reconfigure Timorese society due to disparities in 
economic and political dynamics that distinguish rural and urban people as well as rich and 
poor  (McWilliam, 2005), with the former continuously engaging and benefiting from the 
important decision-making for the country’s development. More attention has also been paid 
to war veterans and ex-power holders through a monthly salary, which widens the gap 
between elites and ordinary people as they continue receiving a large share of public funds. 
For instance in 2013, the state budget allocation for veterans’ payments was US$92.5 million 
and projected to increase 4% each year in the future, while the budget for agricultural 
development was only US$35 million (Lao Hamutuk, 2013a). This unequal social structure, 
coupled with a market-based approach to food security, has further entrenched a large 
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segment of society in poverty and food insecurity, as will be discussed in chapters five, six 
and seven. 
2.3 Economic context  
Timor-Leste has been designated by the World Bank as a middle-income country due to its 
oil and gas reserves. However, behind the statistics, the country in many respects is more 
akin to a low-income country (World Bank, 2009). Malnutrition remains very high and about 
70% of the population is engaged in subsistence farming activities (see Chapter One). Most 
of the households own one or several head of all types of animal. Large herds of cattle, 
buffalo, sheep and goats are considered family assets, while pigs and chickens are 
important as a source of cash (FAO & WFP, 2003).  
During the Portuguese and Indonesian occupations, the economy was, to a great extent, 
controlled by foreigners, and local people were often excluded, even from the lowest levels 
of the retail sector of the economy (Braithwaite, Charlesworth, & Soares, 2012). Despite 
some significant investments in infrastructure development during the Indonesian 
occupation, most buildings and facilities were burnt down in the aftermath of the 
Referendum, meaning that the country had to rebuild infrastructure from scratch (JAM, 
1999a, 1999b). OXFAM (2008) pointed out about 90% of infrastructure was either destroyed 
or damaged, hindering the development of non-oil sectors, particularly agriculture. This lack 
of infrastructure has added difficulties for farmers seeking to trade their produce, thereby 
allowing them to invest back into farming activities (FAO & WFP, 2007). Consequently, less 
money is circulating in rural areas than in urban centres, creating income inequality, which is 
particularly stark between Dili and the rural areas (Kingsbury, 2013; McWilliam, 2015). 
With billions of dollars in revenue from oil and gas resources, successive governments have 
been trying to spend the nation out of poverty. The Petroleum Fund, accounting for 98% of 
the state budget, does not mean it is “due to vast oil and gas reserves or high production 
rates” but is due instead to the non-oil economy being stagnant or very small (Scheiner, 
2015a, p. 74). It is argued that oil is an isolated sector with virtually no linkages to the rest of 
the economy and as such creates limited employment opportunities for the domestic work 
force (Gomes & Hailu, 2009). The annual state budget has grown significantly over the 
years. In the 2003–2004 financial year, the Budget was US$74 million (Peake, 2013), most 
of which came from international aid; it has been above US$1.3 billion since 2011 (Lao 
Hamutuk, 2016). However, Timor-Leste remains extremely import-dependent. In 2011, 
Timor-Leste’s exports were only US$13 million (mostly came from coffee), while the import 
was US$319 million worth of merchandise (Lao Hamutuk, 2012). 
17 
 
Added to the problem is the use of the US dollar as legal currency or Dollarisation4 (de 
Brouwer, 2001). The use of the US dollar has constrained monetary and exchange rate 
policies. Since 2007, the country has experienced a significant growth rate, which peaked at 
14.8% in 2008 (Gomes & Hailu, 2009). In 2013, it was reported Timor-Leste was among the 
10 fastest growing economies in the world (Leach, 2014). However, the growth was driven 
by the expansion of the fiscal policy while the country lacked basic economic inputs and 
relied almost totally on the importation of goods and services resulting in a high inflation rate 
(Harmadi & Gomes, 2013; Kingsbury, 2013). For instance, in 2008, according to the Banking 
and Payments Authority (BPA)5 of Timor-Leste, food prices increased by 14% in July, while 
the inflation rate was 12.4% around the same time of the year, averaging at 9.2% for the 
year (Gomes & Hailu, 2009). In 2012, inflation was 12%, down from 15% in the previous 
year (Kingsbury, 2013). This shows a parallel increase in both inflation and economic 
growth, which has disproportionately affected the poor members of the society. In addition, 
as the state relies exclusively on oil and gas revenues to grow the economy, there will be no 
economic backup when the oil wells dry up, which was estimated according to the 2014 
production rate, to be in 4 years, or in 16 years when the greater sunrise field6 is included 
(Scheiner, 2015b).  
2.4 Historical agri-food governance in Timor-Leste 
2.4.1 Portuguese colonial regime  
There are limited publications on the ancient indigenous history of the Island of Timor. Prior 
to the Portuguese arrival in the 16th century, it was divided into reinado (small kingdoms), 
headed by liurais (traditional kings) (Fox, 2003a; Peake, 2013). The division of the kingdom’s 
territory was based on ancestral land claims (Hohe, 2002). These small kingdoms were often 
at war with one another over resources (Kingsbury, 2000). In the mountainous areas 
populations were scattered in small settlements in specific sites so as to exploit available 
resources. The south coast least was amongst the least populated and exploited of island 
(Fox, 2003a) and here populations were reliant on slash and burn agriculture (Braithwaite, 
Charlesworth, & Soares, 2012).  
The small indigenous kingdoms were also organising themselves to oppose the Portuguese 
into the 20th century (Fox, 2008). This limited Portuguese authority and influence in Timor-
Leste. In fact, between the 16th and 17th centuries, the Portuguese crown had little authority 
                                               
4
 Dollarisation means a country officially adopts another country’s currency [the US dollar] at its own.  
5
 Currently known as Central Bank of Timor-Leste (BCTL) 
6
 Greater Sunrise field is currently in dispute between Australia and Timor-Leste, the case is before the International court to 
settle maritime boundaries between the two countries. 
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on Timor, and the island was mainly ruled by Topasses (Ramos-Horta, 1987). It wasn’t until 
the second half of the 19th century when administrators started to initiate some changes to 
enable economic development. This was also done as a way to subjugate local kings and 
force them into alliance with the Portuguese to fight rebellions (Hohe, 2002; McWilliams & 
Traube, 2011), which led to the creation of 11 districts (Table 2.4), and under this 
administrative system, compulsory labour was introduced and head-tax (Finta) was imposed 
on the indigenous people.  
 
       Table 2.4: The division of districts and reinado in 1863 
 
 
       Source: Oliveira (1950 quoted in Guterres, 2006, p. 93). 
The Portuguese were mainly interested in the island’s high quality white and yellow 
sandalwood, which was sold in India (Franke, 1976; Durand, 2006). Two other classic 
products luring traders to the island were beeswax and gold, the first turned out to be more 
profitable than the latter in the 16th century (Hägerdal, 2012; Peake, 2013). However, it took 
the Portuguese until 20th century to establish firm control of the island due to resistance from 
local kings (Ramos-Horta, 1987).    
The defeat of the last powerful king in 1912 also marked the “beginning of a period of 
relative peace in the colony” (Ramos-Horta, 1987, p. 20). This allowed coffee, which had 
become the main export commodity after being introduced in 1815 with plantation 
development into the interior mountains, to substitute the dwindling supply of sandalwood 
(Fox, 2003a; Grenfell, 2005). Several companies such as Sociedade Agricola Patria e 
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Trabalho (SAPT), Associacao do Comercio, Agricola e Industria de Timor (ACAIT), and 
Sociadade de Trabalho e Agricola (SOTA) were established in order to manage the coffee 
industry and economic development. SAPT and SOTA were dominant commercial ventures 
in the coffee industry during the Portuguese era, while ACAIT was involved in small 
industries, trade and agriculture (Guterres, 2006). Therefore, coffee industry development 
mainly benefited the Portuguese and some tribal chiefs. About 40% of the coffee production 
was owned by Portuguese firms whose proprietors never set foot in the colony, another 40% 
was owned by Portuguese families and the rest by a few Timorese tribal chiefs (Ramos-
Horta, 1987, p. 20). 
The focus on trading of sandalwood and coffee had significant consequences for traditional 
farming practices (do Rego, 2007). When the Portuguese government identified suitable 
sites for coffee plantations, villagers were moved or resettled to less fertile lands. People 
were instructed to clear the land and plant shade trees and coffee trees (D’Andrea, 2003). 
Lemos (2009) further noted that the exploitation of sandalwood and introduction of coffee led 
to the emergence of monocultural practices in the country. This restricted local people from 
accessing fertile lands for farming activities and changed the patterns of agriculture 
(D’Andrea, 2003).  
Despite the drawbacks of a long period of Portuguese feudal rule the contact also resulted in 
profound changes to food and agricultural development on the island. Fox (1991, 2003b) 
observed that three crops—maize (Zea mays L.), pumpkin (Cucurbita spp.), and cassava 
(Manihot utililissima Pohl)—introduced through European contact, completely transformed 
agriculture in the country and, together with mung bean, now constituted indispensable 
staples in the Timorese diet. In the mid-1960s, the Portuguese Government imported some 
high yielding varieties of rice, IR5 and IR8, from the International Rice Research Institute 
(IRRI) at Los Banos, Philippines to transform farming practices in Timor-Leste (Metzner, 
1977; Viegas, 2003; Durand, 2006; Shepherd & McWilliams, 2013). They also introduced 
mechanisation and irrigation in the eastern districts; established rural extension centres in 
Natarbora, Betano and Loes, and introduced a transplanting method7 for rice cultivation 
(Viegas, 2003). These processes drove the movements of populations from mountenous 
areas to the south coast (Fox, 2003a) 
                                               
7
 The transplanting method for rice cultivation involves pulling seedlings grown in a nursery after 15–40 days of being sown or 
broadcast. The seedlings are transplanted in a levelled and muddied field (http://www.knowledgebank.irri.org/training/fact-
sheets/crop-establishment/manual-transplanting). This can be done by a machine but in Timor-Leste is done manually. 
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Table 2.5: Administrative divisions in 1974 
 
 
Source: Guterres, 2006, p. 10. 
In 1974, due to the increasing population and security concerns, the colonial government 
further divided the territory into 13 districts (Table 2.5). This 1974 territorial division was 
embraced by subsequent administrations run by Indonesia and the United Nations 
Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET). The selection process for leaders at 
differing levels of administration (Table 2.6) varied. For instance, unlike events during the 
Portuguese occupation, liurais (kings) during Indonesian occupation were chosen through a 
“vague democratic” election while chefe da aldeias (povoacão) were chosen by community 
elders (Cummins & Leach, 2013).  
Table 2.6: Local governance structure during Portuguese and Indonesian regimes 
 
 
Source: Adapted from Mubyarto et al., 1991 
21 
 
The limited economic development during Portuguese occupation had an expected 
advantage in shaping self-reliance, a characteristic of food sovereignty discussed in later 
chapters of this thesis. According to Durand (2006), while Timor-Leste was poor, it was 
largely self-sufficient in food and animal production. In the 1960s Timor-Leste was more-or-
less food secure with a dietary intake ranging from 300–500g of cereals and tubers per 
person per day, and every household having one-to-three head of cattle and two-to-three 
pigs. He indicated that although rice was cultivated in the regions that had irrigation, maize 
was widely cultivated and constituted the main staple, which was often supplemented by 
cassava and sweet potato (Durand, 2006). Timor-Leste emerged from Portuguese 
occupation being close to self-sufficient in food production. This, together with its traditional 
structures, which had proven resilient during the occupation, meant Timor-Leste was poised 
to enter the post-colonial era with several advantages (Martins & de Sousa, 2004). Shortly 
after Timor-Leste declared its independence in 1975, Indonesia invaded and annexed it as 
its 27th province for the next 24 years. 
2.4.2 Indonesian military regime, 1975–1999 
The Indonesian invasion, 1975-1999, significantly changed the agri-food sector’s outlook on 
the island. Several reports (see CAVR, 2003; Durand, 2006) show that during the 
Indonesian occupation but particularly in the early years, people experienced significant food 
insecurity due to various military initiatives, including detaining people in secured camps, 
often located on infertile land with limited farming space. This, coupled with strategies to 
deny food to the FALINTIL (the Armed Forces for the National Liberation of Timor-Leste) 
through the destruction of crops and livestock during military offensives (1975–1985) 
resulted in severe food shortages and famine through the country (CAVR, 2003; Durand, 
2006). In fact, four famines (1978–1979, 1981–1982, 1984 and 1987) were registered during 
the Indonesian occupation, all of which were deliberately caused by, or associated with, 
Indonesian Government policies intended to impose power over civilians and deny food to 
FALINTIL, such as Operasi Kikis or Pagar Betis (the Fence of Legs Operation) (Durand, 
2006).  
This Fence of Leg Operations was a series of large military operations in 1981 involving at 
least 15 territorial battalions from outside Timor-Leste and around 45,000 civilians who were 
conscripted to flush FALINTIL out of their hiding places (CAVR, 2003; Fernandes, 2011). 
During these operations, the territory was inaccessible to outside agencies (Pinto, 2004). In 
response to the food shortages that resulted, the Government imported various commodities 
such as white rice, noodles and canned food. The Timorese people were given no 
22 
 
alternative but to consume them, which undermined the local diet of mainly corn and tubers 
(Lemos, 2009). 
When the Portuguese Government had just started trialling new strains of rice in 1960s, 
Indonesia was already implementing a largescale rice intensification program. It later 
transferred the same program to Timor-Leste, supporting it with substantial irrigation 
schemes in the western part of the country with the aim of creating food self-sufficiency (Fox, 
2003b; Viegas, 2003; Nixon, 2011). As a result, according to Fox (2008, p. 125), Timor-Leste 
in late 1990s “was on the verge of food security and self-sufficiency”. He further pointed out 
that during the El Niño of 1997–1998, Timor was able to cope and “import[ed] only about 
10,000 ton[ne]s of rice as a security measure rather than a necessity”. However, it is 
important to note that during the later years of Indonesian reign in Timor-Leste, the political 
situation was tense so the news of Timor-Leste being able to cope with the situation might 
have been for political legitimacy. Certainly, many reports and testimonies (see Alves, 2001; 
Durand, 2006) underscored that the development during the Indonesian occupation mainly 
favoured immigrants from Bali and Java, and the army. Many Timorese were forced to give 
up their most fertile land to allow the newcomers to practice irrigated rice cultivation, which 
according to Durand (2006) was the stated reason for the Government to occupy the fertile 
lands.  
During the Indonesian occupation, the economy was placed under the control of 15 
companies connected to the army and Sino-Indonesian conglomerates. However, the main 
monopoly was Pt. Denok Hatimas, which was conducted through a 1979 decree by the 
Indonesian governor allowing for the formal acquisition of all assets left by the Portuguese 
coffee company SAPT. Denok was a company set up by senior Indonesian army officers to 
raise money for the armed forces and for corrupt self-interest (Aditjondro, 1994; Grenfell, 
2005). In addition, the Indonesian Government gave a monopoly to KUD (Koperasi Unit 
Desa, Village Cooperative Unit) for all village-level buying and selling of agricultural products 
throughout Indonesia (Mubyarto et al., 1991). This paralysed the rural economy, as prices 
paid to the farmers were often lower than was officially reported; and officials in Dili often 
made up figures to support their claims. In the case of coffee, Timorese farmers were paid 
three times less than the West Timor cultivators (Durand, 2006)  
The human cost associated with the Indonesian occupation varied, but there is general 
agreement in the literature (Dunn, 1983; Fernandes, 2011) that around 30% of the Timorese 
population died during the 24-year-long occupation, with the overwhelming majority of  
deaths occurring from 1977–1979 due to massacres, famine or/and disease. Indonesia did 
not act alone, as the Indonesian military dictatorship enjoyed unstinting support from many 
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allies including Australia, Canada, the USA, UK and France (Chomsky, 2004) in return for 
trade and economic benefits (Budiardjo, 2004). In the post-independence period, these 
countries support the development of Timor-Leste, perhaps shaped by their continuing 
interests (Martins & de Sousa, 2004). 
2.4.3 The UNTAET administration  
After the 1999 Referendum, which showed more than 78% of Timorese wanted to be 
independent from Indonesia, many multilateral and bilateral organisations arrived in Timor-
Leste to support and rebuild the nascent country. The UN Security Council approved its 
Resolution 1272 tasking the UNTAET to replace all pre-existing authorities and became the 
formal government. Both legislative and executive powers were vested in a single individual, 
Sergio Vieira de Mello, the then Special Representative of the Secretary-General and 
Transitional Administrator (Chopra, 2002). 
The World Bank was integrated into this UN mission, which according to Chopra (2002) was 
“unprecedented”. Therefore, “while the UN focussed on elections, law and order, and the 
creation of an interim national government, the World Bank, the IMF, and the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) set about reshaping the country’s economy” (Moxham, 
2005, p. 523). The World Bank, together with some key Timorese elites, led a ‘‘Joint 
Assessment Mission’’ to draw up a policy blueprint for the new nation and create the Trust 
Fund for East Timor (TFET) (Moxham, 2005). The TFET mobilised resources from bilateral 
and multilateral organisations for “reconstruction and development activities in health, 
education, agriculture, transport, power, and other key sectors” (Rosser, 2007, p. 65). All 
proposals to access the trust fund required approval from the Bank and the UN had limited 
say on the utilisation of the fund. During the transitional period, the Timor-Leste leaders 
requested funds for agricultural support to rehabilitate rice fields, build grain silos and public 
abattoirs but the requests were rejected because public assistance was in conflict with the 
free market policies of the World Bank (Anderson, 2006a, 2006b, 2013; Wigglesworth, 
2010). The World Bank action was seen as symptomatic of an “extraordinary insensitivity 
and a denial of self-determination” for Timor-Leste (Anderson, 2013, p. 225). Instead the 
World Bank proposed a market economy and imposed it on the local community, which was 
a deeply subsistence economy. Australian aid projects were also focussed on “corporate 
welfare” and privatisation resonated with the World Bank’s argument about privatising public 
investment in agriculture. This was despite the fact that in Australia, the Commonwealth 
Science and Industrial Research Organization (CSIRO), a public-funded scientific and 
industrial research body, had provided services to Australian agriculture over many decades 
(Anderson, 2006a).  
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The arrival of international agencies in driving development, according to Anderson (2006a, 
p. 63), signified a “fundamentally anti-democratic move [to] deliberately exclude Timorese 
voices”. The SoL project which was initially aimed to help rural people to meet food security 
through introducing, testing and distributing high yield varieties (Ceniceros et al., 2003; SoL, 
2006; Shepherd, 2009) has increasingly shifted its objectives in ways that reflect the 
preferences of the World Bank and AusAID for corporate welfare and privatisation 
(Anderson, 2006a). As a consequence, in subsequent years seeds distribution through SoL 
project has been linked to market mechanisms; where seeds multiplication groups are 
established to sell seeds, thereby limiting informal trading amongst individual farmers. 
International agencies arrived after the Referendum to support rebuilding the country but 
their contributions were also shaped by self-interest (Martins & de Sousa, 2004) such as 
linking the local food system to the market or liberalisation, using Timor-Leste as a “guinea-
pig” to advance their experiments, particularly for testing new seeds (Lemos, 2009), or 
identifying market opportunities to ensure large trade benefits for their own countries, such 
as in the case of coffee (Martins & de Sousa, 2004). Consequently, some observers (see 
Brunnstrom, 2003; McGregor, 2007; Wigglesworth, 2010) have likened the transitional 
period to an ‘‘invasion’’ as donors, international NGOs, contractors and UN agencies rushed 
in to claim their place within the emerging development landscape, while bypassing local 
existing governance structures. The regime used top-down centralised decision-making 
structures, did not recognise or consult with existing Timorese networks and power 
structures and appeared reluctant to indigenise key development responsibilities and roles 
(McGregor, 2007). When the mission completed in 2002, Timor-Leste was effectively left 
with a Government and Constitution that continuously relied on international experts to 
govern and run the country (Chopra, 2002; Martins & de Sousa, 2004). 
2.4.4 Post-independence governance and food security  
The Government of Timor-Leste is a semi-presidential system with four sovereign state 
organs: the Presidency, the Parliament, the Judiciary and the Government. The article 69 of 
the RDTL Constitution recognises the principle of the separation but interdependence of 
powers between the state organs (RDTL, 2002). The territorial divisions of the subnational 
and local administrative systems remain the same as those established under Portuguese 
and Indonesian rules. 
Since independence, Timor-Leste has had three elected governments: FRETILIN from 
2002–2007; the majority parliamentary alliance (AMP) 2007–2012; and block government 
coalition (BGK) from 2012 to the present. At the village level, the positions of chefes da 
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aldeia (hamlet chief) and chefe do suco (village chief) are directly elected; while the 
subdistrict and district level administrations are run by government-appointed administrators. 
Both are accountable to the central Government but the subdistrict administrator works via 
the district administrator8. 
Timor-Leste has signed various international conventions, including the 1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and The International Covenant on Economic, Social, and 
Cultural Rights (ICESCR) of 1966, which give emphasis to the human right to food. This 
directly or indirectly imposes on every state three obligations—to respect, protect and fulfil—
the right to food for its citizens (UN, 1999) (see Chapter Three). Under the obligation to 
respect, the state should not prevent any existing access to adequate food. The obligation to 
protect requires the state to ensure individuals are not deprived of access to sufficient food. 
The obligation to fulfil incorporates requirements to “facilitate’’ and ‘‘provide’’, meaning the 
state should enhance the entitlement to food and directly provide food if it becomes 
inaccessible for some citizens (UN, 1999, p. 5). The commitment of the successive 
governments to achieving food security in the post-independence period can be seen partly 
as an attempt to meet obligations under international conventions; but mainly to fulfil the 
objective of the independence.   
The Government of Timor-Leste’s commitments can be observed in various policy 
documents including the National Development Plan for 2020 (Planning Commission, 2002), 
National food Security Policy (MAFF, 2005), Strategic Development Plan for 2011-2030 
(RDTL, 2011) and the Draft National Food and Nutrition Security policy (RDTL, 2013). In 
2002, the Government set a vision for Timor-Leste by 2020 to be “a prosperous society with 
adequate food, shelter and clothing for all its people” (Planning Commission, 2002, p.1). In 
the agricultural sector, the vision was “to produce enough food for the country, export rice, 
coffee and other products [...] to eliminate hunger, reduce poverty, and improve living 
standards […] through developing agriculture” (Planning Commission, 2002, p.14). In 2011, 
the strategic development plan (SPD) for 2011–2030 envisioned to transform Timor-Leste 
from a low-income to upper-middle income country by 2030, eradicating extreme poverty 
(RDTL, 2011).  
While these policies and strategies are admirable, many government ministries seem 
relatively unversed in economic development and in translating policy into action to ensure 
the abstract ideas materialise. Various internal and external factors can be attributed to this, 
including incompetent ministers with overlapping portfolios, as well as growing influence by 
                                               
8
 In 2014, the Government has started implementing on decentralisation process, changing district into municipalities. However,  
it is still in the early process so throughout the thesis I use district, subdistricts and village as administrative centres. 
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international players such as the World Bank, IMF and AusAID (as discussed above). This, 
coupled with the unpredictable climate, has significant impact on food security in the country. 
In 2014, Timor-Leste ranked third on the world’s list of hungriest countries, just behind 
Burundi and Eritrea (Global Hunger Index, 2014). 
The problems of poor performance by cabinet members during the AMP and BGK 
governments led Prime Minister Gusmão to publicly blame his ministers for being unable to 
deliver key policy objectives. As such in February 2015, the Prime Minister sacked most of 
the members of his cabinet and created a new portfolio for himself as Minister for Strategic 
Investment in a new cabinet under his handpicked successor Rui Maria de Araujo, a 
member of the central committee of FRETILIN (STL, 2015). This shows the current politics in 
Timor-Leste is still highly personalised, which is a challenge for the proper functioning of 
democratic institutions for inclusive and authentic participation (see Dryzek, 2009; Lyons, 
2013). Consequently, the development has been met with hostility by certain segments of 
society resulting in open conflict between ruling elites with other people (IPAC, 2014). 
The Minister for Agriculture, Mariano Sabino, who had been responsible for agriculture since 
the AMP Government was “dismissed” and replaced by Estanislau da Silva, who was the 
Minister for Agriculture during the FRETILIN Government. This shows that Timor-Leste is 
using a “recycling approach” and hopes to have a different outcome for agricultural 
development. Minister da Silva made his first speech at the National Parliament in March 
2015, pointing out the Government was not going to stop importation but improve crop 
production in order to compete with imported goods (DJN, 2015). During the swearing in 
ceremonies, the new Prime Minister indicated that his Government would continue to 
implement programs that had been developed by the previous Government. This meant they 
would implement the programs according to SDP 2011–2030, which had committed to 
modernisation or a techno-fix approach to agricultural development. This will be fully 
analysed in chapters five, six and seven. 
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     Table 2.7: Tractor distribution between 2006 and 2011 
 
    Source: da Cruz, 2013 
2.4.4.1 The governance in agri-food sectors  
Despite food security being one of the national priorities since 2002, the Ministry of 
Agriculture receives less than 5% of the state budget annually, which is not commensurate 
with the majority of the population involved in subsistence farming. In the early years of 
independence, especially during the FRETILIN Government, this low funding priority was 
due to a limited state budget, but since 2007 the budget has increased significantly. For 
instance, in 2004 the total state budget was only US$120 million, which increased to 
US$348 million in 2008 (Anderson, 2013) and US$1, 5 billion in 2014 (Lao Hamutuk, 2014). 
However, the Ministry of Agriculture received only US$15 (<1.12%) of US$1,307 billion in 
2011 (Lao Hamutuk, 2011), and only US$35.587 million (2.4%) in 2014 (Lao Hamutuk, 
2014). A large chunk of this limited budget was used to purchase tractors, which is 
demonstrated in the significant increase in numbers of tractors purchased by the 
Government from 2006 to 2011 (see Table 2.7). In addition, tractors require fuel and 
maintenance and consequently a significant amount of the budget was used to fuel tractors 
and provide maintenance (Table 2.8). For instance, in 2011, the Ministry of Agriculture used 
more than 8% of its budget on fuel and tractor maintenance (US$891,850 for fuel and 
US$354,000 for maintenance).  
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      Table 2.8: Free land tilling and associated budget between 2007 and 2011 
 
 
  Source: adapted from da Cruz, 2013 (National Directorate of Agriculture and   Horticulture). 
Despite this significant investment in tractors, with the objective of modernising farming 
practices, local crop production has not improved significantly (see Tables 2.9 and 2.10). 
These tables (2.9 and 2.10) show that rice and maize production have not been able to meet 
domestic demand and significant imports have been necessary to offset the shortage. It is 
also important to highlight that the use of cereal crops as indicators for food shortages in 
Timor-Leste does not reflect the reality on the ground because rural farmers, as discussed 
before, grow a diverse range of crops for household consumption. 
Table 2.9: Estimated domestic rice production and demand between 2006 and 2011 
 
 
Source: adapted from da Cruz, 2013 (National Directorate of Agriculture and Horticulture). 
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Table 2.10: Estimated domestic corn production and demand between 2006 and 2011 
 
 
Source: adapted from da Cruz, 2013 (National Directorate of Agriculture and Horticulture). 
These data suggest that Timor-Leste is currently no more food secure than it was 12 years 
ago despite all the investment in infrastructure and research to date. I will analyse this in 
empirical chapters. It is important to point out that central to food production is access to 
productive factors including seeds, water, and land. The article 54.4 of Timor-Leste’s 
Constitution highlights agrarian justice as a basic issue for the Timorese economy. The 
National Development Plan of 2020 also recognised the importance of accessing productive 
land as a key strategy for poverty reduction. This included enabling opportunities for 
economic participation by the poor, and empowering the poor through popular participation 
in decision-making and managing development in their respective areas (Planning 
Commission, 2002; Anderson, 2006a). Despite this, it is estimated around 6% of the rural 
population is considered landless (Oxfam, 2004), which often inhibits participation in 
decision-making for farming activities. 
2.5 Democracy, empowerment and grass root participation 
2.5.1 Decision-making processes 
In Timor-Leste, traditional power was structured around kinship or uma lisan (house of 
origin) where strong social cohesion is nurtured (Dale & Butterworth, 2010). The relationship 
between uma lisan is shaped by mutual exchange and alliance. Those who first arrived in 
the land (village) are the owners of the land and have more power than new comers (Fox, 
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2008), including authority to make decisions. These intricate alliances within and between 
members of a house of origin are the basic building blocks of Timorese society (McWilliam, 
2005), which is similar to the social and cultural arrangements in the Pacific Island countries 
(see Thornton, Kerslake, & Binns, 2010). Therefore, understanding local conceptions of 
authority and how the connections between local realities and other values that influence 
decision-making are played out, is essential for a successful implementation of a 
development program (Dale & Butterworth, 2010). In other words, some people are given 
more authority to make decisions representing the community than others and the decisions 
made by those with customary authority have more weight in comparison with the officially 
elected leaders (Cummins & Leach, 2013).   
During Portuguese and Indonesian occupation, decisions were made without local 
knowledge and forced upon people for implementation. As Hohe (2002) observed, during the 
Portuguese occupation, the village chief on a weekly basis received orders from the colonial 
administrator at the subdistrict regarding the conduct and work in the village, which were 
passed on to the population; while Hamlet chiefs were active at the village level making sure 
the population followed orders. So there was no direct contact between the population and 
the colonial government. The same style of governance was embraced during the 
Indonesian occupation when decisions were centrally made in Jakarta or Dili without local 
participation. Mubyarto et al. (1991) argued that the failure of developmental programs in the 
Indonesian province of Timor-Leste was mainly due to the alienation of local people in the 
devising and execution of the programs. This was echoed by Alves (2000) who had 
observed that the Indonesian Government excluded Timorese from development processes, 
which resulted in limited development occurring in rural areas. 
In 2002, Timor-Leste emerged from a long history of political oppression and control by 
foreign powers and was eager to take control of its own destiny, where all decisions would 
be made according to a Timorese context and reality. The idea was to run the country 
differently to the ways previously experienced by the half-island nation. However, Anderson 
(2006b) observed that the decision-making became more complex when other factors such 
as aid, trade and security relationships were also in play. So Timor-Leste in post-
independence has to learn to deal with developmental arguments from international finance 
institutions and aid donor countries.   
Indeed, it has often been argued that international financial institutions have too much power 
over Timor-Leste due to its reliance on financial aid and technical experts to run the country 
(Martins & de Sousa, 2004). This power relationship is commonly observed throughout the 
developing world. Chambers & Pettit (2004, p.138) argue that despite international 
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institutions using discourses such as partnership, empowerment, ownership, participation, 
accountability and transparency—and now, increasingly, of good governance, citizenship 
and rights—it is difficult to put them into practice as donors often have significant influence 
over the direction of the aid being used or the development in poor countries. This was 
reflected in how the World Bank and UNTAET conducted their business in Timor-Leste in 
the aftermath of the 1999 crisis (Patrick, 2001). The international community rushed to have 
programs operational as fast as possible but failed to consider the existence of CNRT9 and 
other networks and traditional practices within Timor, as well as the ongoing significance of 
traditional structures of decision-making and the important role that civil society 
organisations, such as those that formed to support the liberation struggle, continued to play 
during the turmoil (Patrick, 2001).  
In the post-independence period, the administrative system was inherited from the UNTAET, 
which had a highly centralised approach, like those of the former Indonesian and Portuguese 
authorities. When Mari Alkateri led the FRETILIN Government, governance was highly 
centralised, top-down and often associated with bureaucratic authoritarianism. It showed a 
lack of tolerance and respect for dissenting opinion or alternative views both within the party 
and the Government (Kingsbury, 2007). Similar practice can also be observed during the 
AMP and BGK Coalition Governments, despite both being composed of a coalition of 
parties, most often decisions were made by a few senior ministers or, the Prime Minister 
only (Shoesmith, 2012). However, in terms of policy measures, the FRETILIN Government 
showed some restraints in adopting economic liberal approach of the World Bank and the 
IMF consistently avoiding borrowing despite having limited budget. Since the AMP 
Government came to power in 2007, most its policies and practices resonate with economic 
liberal policies (Anderson, 2013). 
2.5.2 Transparency and accountability 
Timor-Leste is in a similar situation to other countries such as Botswana, Democratic 
Republic of Congo and Nigeria, where the leading party and its leader gain control of state 
resources and then deploy them as state patronage, establishing systems of neo-patrimonial 
politics that reduce opposition parties to a marginal role in national politics (Shoesmith, 
2012). This was evident during both the FRETILIN (2001–2006) and the AMP (2007–2012) 
governments where government members used their numbers in the Parliament to ignore 
opposition views. For instance, the AMP Government, under Prime Minister Xanana 
Gusmão, requested the National Parliament allow the Government to withdraw money from 
                                               
9
 The umbrella body that Gusmão founded in 1987, first called the CNRM, renamed CNRT a year later to nationalise the 
resistance against Indonesian occupation (Kingsbury, 2007). 
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the petroleum fund by more than its sustainable revenue estimation of 3%. Despite facing 
significant opposition from the Opposition parties and NGOs, the Government used its 
numbers in the Parliament to pass the amendment into law, allowing the Government to 
withdraw money to “fast-track” infrastructure projects and to promote development of an 
entrepreneurial class, both by attracting foreign investors to large projects and the local 
entrepreneurial class to smaller projects (Leach, 2014). 
In doing so, the AMP Government implemented the practice of awarding government 
contracts without open tendering, more than what was practised during the FRETILIN 
Government, sometimes to companies owned or with substantial shareholdings by family 
members of Government Ministers. In the early stages of the independence, this might have 
been understood as a reasonable action to provide urgent development needs within the 
limited existing capacity. However, it raised serious corruption question when such practices 
occurred after 10 years of independence (Kingsbury, 2013). The fact that allegations have 
continued to be made against both current and past Government Ministries may indicate 
there are serious corruption problems in the country. In addition, Timor-Leste’s corruption 
ranking on the Transparency International Corruption Perception Index remains very high 
despite minor improvement, 143 out of 183 countries in 2011 (Transparency International, 
2011; Kingsbury, 2013) to 133 out of 175 countries in 2014 (Transparency International, 
2014). 
According to Blunt (2009), this is all happening due to the absence of check and balance 
mechanisms or weak accountability. Blunt argued that when political and economic power 
was concentrated in the hands of small ruling elites; they often used state resources to 
increase their ability to generate political support through spending on patronage. In Timor-
Leste, as in many other countries, such a “practice is reinforced by extensive networks 
based on kinship, ethnicity and other social groupings whose bonds of membership are 
forged and maintained through reciprocal obligation and reward” (Blunt, 2009, p. 93). 
2.5.3 NGOs participation, empowerment and engagement 
The development of civil society and NGOs are relatively new in Timor-Leste, except for 
church-based organisations, which have a long tradition of service provisioning and 
advocacy. From the mid-1970s, various civilian elements of the independence movement 
started, while governance was dominated by traditional systems and colonial states until the 
late 1990s. During the Indonesian occupation, civilian cells and organisations of the 
clandestine movement played critical roles in providing information and mobilising 
supporters for the armed resistance. Since 1999, both national and international NGOs have 
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continuously engaged with governments in terms of providing feedback or acting as critics to 
their policies. For instance, after initially being overlooked in the emergency services, 
national NGOs regrouped and played an active role in enabling the population to engage in 
the country’s development. They also advocated for a participatory, rural-focussed approach 
to development (Hunt, 2008).  
In the agricultural sector Redi HASATIL, a local NGO serving to coordinate network for 
sustainable agriculture established in 2002, has been working with its members to advocate 
for agricultural development that is fair for rural farmers, the environment and culture. They 
do that by engaging with rural farmers as well as decision-makers (Hunt, 2008). This 
resonates with suggestions by Robertson and Minkler (1994) who argue that individual 
empowerment is the first step in a continuum of societal empowerment and transformation. 
They argue that power, control and ownership are central to empowerment. Empowerment 
does not occur because people are given power but because power is taken up by 
individuals and communities to enable them to make decisions. As such, the work of Redi 
HASATIL and MOKATIL (Movimentu Kamponezes Timor-Leste), the Timor-Leste 
Camponeza Movement established in 2011, led many organisations at various levels to fight 
for those most affected by food and agricultural development through various activities 
including training in seed saving and protection of local food (do Rego, 2007).  
2.6 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have briefly discussed the historical perspective of agri-food governance in 
Timor-Leste, including providing some context in relation to the geographic, climatic, 
demographic, economic and socio-cultural features to Timor-Leste. This is important for a 
nuanced discussion of the findings of this thesis.  
Before Europeans arrived, there was already agricultural activity in the island. However, 
people lived in small settlements, close to fertile land and resources for food production. This 
situation was largely intact until 1960s when the Portuguese started agricultural 
modernisation through the introduction of high yielding varieties of rice, mechanisation and 
provision of irrigation systems. This modernist development continued during the 24 years of 
Indonesian occupation. In the post-independence period the sovereign state of Timor-Leste 
has continued embracing this development path; as well moving towards a market-based 
approach to food security.  
Historically Timorese people have never experienced democracy or governance based on 
participatory decision-making according to the western type of democracy. Most decisions 
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were made by local authorities or colonial power holders without the involvement of local 
people. In the post-independence period, decision-making became complex due to trade, aid 
and security relations with other countries. However, it was the involvement of the World 
Bank, the IMF and the ADB in the aftermath of the Referendum in 1999 that reshaped 
economic development in Timor-Leste, installing a liberal economic approach to 
development in the country. 
The impact of this liberal economic approach to agri-food development in the post-
independence era for Timor-Leste will be discussed in Chapters Five to Seven and 
theoretically discussed in Chapter Eight. However, based on literature presented in this 
chapter I argue that that agri-food development since the Portuguese occupation has tended 
to benefit the occupying power holders and ruling elites since independence. This 
development has rendered invisible the local practices of food production and consumption 
through alternative farming methods. 
The next chapter will review relevant theories and literature on the evolution of the 
contemporary food provisioning system policies and their.  
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CHAPTER THREE – LITERATURE AND THEORY 
3.1 Introduction  
Ensuring access to food is fundamental to human rights and the State is expected to 
respect, protect, fulfil and promote food security for all citizens (Maxwell & Frakenberger, 
1992). Meeting these obligations has become the overriding strategy for agri-food 
development policies in a country (Ericksen, 2008). Yet at the same time, agri-food policies 
have also increasingly been shaped by complex power relations that benefit the rich to the 
detriment of the poor and vulnerable (Bello, 2009; McMichael, 2010, 2014; Lyons, 2013). 
This disjuncture in the drivers of the current model of agricultural development is largely 
attendant on neoliberalism, and has been advocated by developmental actors as a pathway 
out of poverty and food insecurity in developing countries (Desmarais, 2007; Lawrence et al., 
2013). The neoliberal mode of development has transformed the food system from a local 
issue, particularly in the early hunter-gatherer societies, into a global matter shaped by 
complex relationships through aid, security and trade (Atkins & Bowler, 2001). The result has 
been a dramatic and rapid change in the structure of the global food system (GFS). In a 
short period of time, localised food production has been replaced by national and 
international systems, driven by post-war government policies and low-cost transportation 
(Lang, 2003; Lee, 2007). This transformation has had profound social, environmental, 
cultural and economic consequences, which will be discussed as part of this chapter.  
The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, it reviews relevant theories and literature on the 
evolution of contemporary GFS policies and their impacts, climate change and food security, 
and food sovereignty as an alternative policy for a sustainable food system. Second, it 
focuses on the development of a theoretical framework – drawing from food regime, food 
sovereignty, nutrition transition, sustainability and grass roots participation – that enables an 
understanding of the relationship between agri-food development policies and food 
insecurity in Timor-Leste.  
The chapter is divided into five parts. It begins with a discussion of the theoretical literature 
on historical agri-food development through food regime theory. In part two, I discuss food 
security and its effects. Part three focuses on the relationship between climate change and 
food security; while part four examines food sovereignty as an alternative agri-food policy to 
provide for both poor and affluent people in Timor-Leste in the context of climate change. 
Finally, the fifth part lays out a framework of concepts that help to characterise the 
sociological relationships between agri-food policies and food security in Timor-Leste. The 
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chapter concludes that a combination of concepts, such as food regime, nutrition transition, 
sustainability and participation can provide a useful framework for investigating the drivers 
and consequences of techno-fix agri-food development policies and market-based 
approaches for food security. By focusing on these concepts, this research addresses some 
of the limitations of the modernisation and market-based approaches for food security, by 
linking the local realities with a macro level institutional policy framework.  
3.2 Historical agri-food development: food regime theory 
Food regime theory, in brief, can be defined as “the rule-governed structure of production 
and consumption of food on a world scale” (Friedmann, 1993, pp. 30–31). The theory was 
first developed by Friedmann in 1987 and later more systemically utilised by Friedmann and 
McMichael in 1989 (McMichael, 2009b) to explain the strategic role of agri-food policy in 
shaping the world capitalist economy. It analyses geopolitical power that conditioned 
agricultural production and consumption to enable accumulation. This political-economic 
relationship is shaped by a convergence of interests which, after a stable time of 
accumulation, breaks down due to contradictory relations. The failed regime transforms and 
transitions to a new regime to continue accumulation to the detriment of the poor and the 
environment (McMichael, 2009a, 2009b; Friedmann, 2005). This can be divided into three 
periods: pre-World War I; from the 1940s to the early 1970s; and from the 1980s to the 
present (Atkins & Bowler, 2001).  
The first food regime, known as the “colonial-settler food regime”, from 1870–1914 
(Friedmann & McMichael, 1989) was structured under the British model of free trade 
imperialism (McMichael, 2005). The regime was characterised by complementary policies of 
European states and overseas colonies that led to a surplus of cheap food and raw materials 
from colonies, which met the industrial demand in Western Europe and North America. In 
return, the colonies imported manufactured goods, labour and capital to organise production 
(Friedmann & McMichael, 1989; Friedmann, 2005; McMichael, 2009a). This trade 
relationship reconstructed the initial colonial monopoly system to create a new international 
economy (Friedmann & McMichael, 1989).  
New migrants, unlike peasant farmers, used different farming techniques and were following 
the demand from European states forcing them to become involved with specialised 
production and livestock. The specialised production led to the creation of a new class of 
farmers, who for the first time in history were dependent on export markets (Friedmann, 
2005). The cheap agricultural products, created using exploitative low-cost family labour, 
flooded European markets causing a spiral of falling prices, agricultural crises, more eviction 
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of farmers, and increased migration to grain exporting colonies. This resulted in the 
relocation of commercial farm production from Europe to extensive settler frontiers, leading 
all the major national economies to produce the same products (Friedmann & McMichael, 
1989).  
The competition for cheaper agricultural products from settler states caused the collapse of 
international trade (Friedmann & McMichael, 1989). Significant consequences were felt, 
especially by large grain farmers in Europe and specialised family producers in the colonies. 
The new farming techniques also inflicted significant environmental problems including soil 
erosion and water depletion. These environmental problems, in addition to falling agricultural 
prices and social distress, marked the end of the colonial-settlers’ food regime (Friedmann, 
2005). The collapse of this food system led to the initiation of protectionist policy measures 
such as import tariffs and price controls in both Europe and settler colonies (Friedmann & 
McMichael, 1989; Atkins & Bowler, 2001). It was assumed that a new policy direction based 
on science, along with capital and skills could produce more food, reduce waste and provide 
people with better food (Lang, Barling, & Caraher, 2009).  
The emphasis on protectionist policies in agriculture marked the beginning of the second 
food regime (1947–1970s), known as “the intensive capitalist production regime” (Atkins & 
Bowler, 2001). This postwar food regime was under US geopolitical hegemony (Friedmann 
& McMichael, 1989). Countries introduced varied protectionist policy measures. The US 
policy was not transparent. They called farming subsidies “loans”, introduced import controls 
and kept food prices above world prices. The US also introduced policies that allowed 
government held surpluses (Friedmann, 2005). These measures, coupled with the use of 
capital-intensive production, resulted in large surpluses as more land was put into 
production. These protectionist measures allowed the US to grow to become dominant as a 
food exporter, unlike in the previous food regime (Friedmann & McMichael, 1989; 
Friedmann, 1993, 2005).  
As the dominant economic power in the postwar era, the US institutionalised its domestic 
policies into international trade rules (Friedmann, 1993, 2005; McMichael, 2008). It set up a 
food-aid program to channel surplus to developing countries, resulting in many developing 
countries relying more on cheap grain from the US (Friedman, 1993, 2005; McMichael, 
2008). Developing countries, in return, had to grow more industrial and high-value tropical 
and temperate crops to pay for the imports, fostering further reliance on imports (Atkins & 
Bowler, 2001; Fairbairn, 2010). However, large US subsidies distorted markets and changed 
the diet of the global South.  
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Many countries around the world adopted the US model of subsidy policies. In the European 
Union, common agricultural program (CAP), mirroring the US model was adopted in 1957. 
Within this regulated space, food and agriculture reorganised towards industries and the 
source of profits (Friedmann, 2005). Around this time, in developing countries, import 
substitution was introduced through Green Revolution technologies, which basically meant 
substituting import dependence for chemical dependent farming practices. This again gave 
opportunities for controlling the food system through chemical inputs (Friedmann, 2005). 
This development, coupled with cheap food importation, along with many other processes, 
led to rapid urbanisation in developing countries, with dwindling rural populations engaged in 
food production and more people in urban centres becoming import dependent (Rosset, 
2008).  
The growing corporate powers, which had divergent interests to those of the state and 
farmers, had a significant impact on food production and distribution. The postwar food 
regime collapsed in the 1970s due to compounding factors, including oil and food crises, and 
triggered by the surge in grain prices as a result of the US selling grain to the Soviet Union in 
1972–73, as well as the globalisation of the food and financial sectors, which gave more 
power to transnational corporations while limiting the power of governments to intervene in 
the market (Friedmann, 2005). Poor market-dependent countries were badly hurt by the 
crisis (Friedmann, 1993).   
After two decades of the postwar interventionist agricultural developmental approach, the 
third food regime, known as the "corporate food regime”, emerged from the economic 
shocks in the 1980s (McMichael, 2005). This corporate food regime was characterised by 
free trade and drove the removal of trade barriers under the WTO’s Agreement on 
Agriculture (Friedmann, 2005; McMichael, 2008; Fairbairn, 2010). This effectively dismantled 
the preceding regime, which had provided the conditions for its establishment. This created 
opportunities for processing, marketing, and the retailing of food and resulted in a massive 
concentration of corporate power in the food sector. In this context, states were asked to 
create policies to facilitate foreign investors as the arbiters of food security (McMichael, 
2005, 2008; Fairbairn, 2010).  
Under corporate globalisation and using the comparative advantage theory, the WTO 
advocated that every country should produce one commodity and all would benefit from freer 
trade. However, cheap food prices have not been due purely to comparative advantage but 
to market distortions from subsidies, market concentrations and misguided government 
policies (Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002; Rosset, 2006; Lawrence et al., 2010).  
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In Timor-Leste, the Portuguese economic engagement, from a food regime perspective, was 
extractive and exploitative (see Chapter Two); as was commonly found in Pacific Island 
countries (Plahe et al., 2013) and many African countries (Springfield, 2012).  It took the 
form of “colony of rule”, similar to many African countries (Springfield, 2012), where it did not 
eliminate indigenous people, but rather extended its rule over the territory and exploited its 
resources. For example, many coffee plantations were established through forced labour to 
service European markets. In the latter half of the 20th century, the Portuguese government 
embraced the Green Revolution to increase crop production. This was followed up during 
the 24 years of Indonesian occupation, and showing resonance with the second phase of 
the food regime. During this period, trade intensified and continued into the post-
independence period through the establishment of free trade and international aid programs. 
This has resulted in the incorporation of Timor-Leste into international circuits of food and 
trade relations, which have had significant impacts and consequences on food security (see 
Chapter Five). 
In summary, this section has discussed the strategic role of food and agriculture in shaping 
political-economic relationships through food regime theory. The relationship comes in 
various forms influencing trade, finance, policies and the economy, which determine what 
and how food is produced and by whom, which is often through various relationships, rules 
and convergent interests (Plahe et al., 2013). The next section focuses on food security 
discourses and their effects and consequences.  
3.3 Food security discourses and their effects   
The concept of food security originated at the World Food Conference (WFC) in 1974, when 
the world leaders tried to address food shortage (Friedmann, 2005; Fairbairn, 2010). The 
conference made the bold statement that access to food was a basic human right for all 
people, and made a commitment to end hunger within 10 years (Demarais, 2007). Since its 
introduction, the concept has articulated various meanings and interpretations. The first 
official definition was established in 1974 as “the availability at all times of adequate world 
food supplies of basic foodstuffs to sustain a steady expansion of food consumption and to 
offset the fluctuations in production and prices” (FAO, 2003, p. 27). In 1983, this definition 
was redefined by FAO as “ensuring that all people at all times have both physical and 
economic access to the basic food that they need” (FAO, 2003, p. 27). In 1986 Poverty and 
Hunger report, the World Bank further elaborated the concept as “access of all people at all 
times to enough food for an active, healthy life” (World Bank, 1986, p. 1). 
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In 1996, at the World Food Summit, the world leaders redefined food security as “a situation 
exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe 
and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 
healthy life (FAO, 1996, p. 3). This  definition was again refined in The State of Food 
Insecurity 2001 as a “situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social 
and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs 
and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (FAO, 2001, p. 49). The changes in the 
definition of food security have been reflected in national and international trade and 
agricultural policies. In the post war period, the policy has been designed to increase 
agriculture production through a productivist framework for national self-sufficiency, against 
a background of war time supply disruption (Lee, 2007; Springfield, 2012). However, the 
perception of self-sufficiency eclipsed with the development of highly integrated and 
international food supply chains (Springfield, 2012). This led to the prioritisation of trade 
considerations over food security strategies, even for countries that have high numbers of 
food insecurity such as Timor-Leste. 
The main components of the food security definition in 1974 were availability and price 
stability (Anderson & Cook, 1999), which featured heavily in the strategies adopted by world 
leaders at the World Food Conference that emphasised uptake of Green Revolution 
technologies. The Conference also called for an increased investment in rural infrastructure, 
equitable land tenure, credit and market systems, and the abolishment of policies that 
obstructed trade liberalisation (Desmarais, 2007). These initiatives resulted in significant 
increase in food production globally, while poor people continued to be unable to access 
food and experienced malnutrition (Anderson & Cook, 1999). In 1996, world leaders 
reconvened in Rome for a WFS to respond to growing food insecurity. The definition of food 
security in 1996 had changed from focusing particularly on availability to include, as shown 
above, accessibility and utilisation of food (FAO, 2002). Despite this, solutions to food 
insecurity adopted in 1996 remain unchanged from those adopted in 1974, which relied on 
the Green Revolution, giving more faith to scientific and technological innovations and trade 
liberation (Desmarais, 2007). Consequently, food insecurity remained high and even 
increased in some countries. In 2002, world leaders met again in Rome for the second WFS, 
where the commitments to retain intensified food production and trade liberalisation, as 
solutions to food insecurity, with limited focus on social inequality, became the root cause of 
food insecurity (Desmarais, 2007).  
The solutions to food security since 1974 echoed neoliberal discourses on the globalisation 
project that started  in the 1980s (Friedmann, 2005; McMichael, 2008; Fairbairn, 2010). The 
modernist solutions to agricultural development and trade liberalisation proposed by world 
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leaders since 1974 as solutions to growing hunger and malnourishment, have similar 
impacts to the accumulation regimes of the past in which the rich and powerful continue to 
benefit to detriment of the poor and vulnerable. The following section focuses on 
dependency and inequality, nutrition transition, environmental degradation, and top-down 
decision-making in food governance as some consequences of the FGS.    
3.3.1 Dependency and social inequality 
Timorese communities, similar to many across the globe, are structured around strong 
sociocultural bonds that shape social relationships (see Chapter Two). This social 
connection often serves the community through intricate arrangements that are able to 
sustain communities for generations. The pursuit of modernist agricultural development and 
market-based policies for food security has caused major changes in the structure, cohesion 
and functioning of the community (see Chapter Six). This development is a reflection of the 
impacts of GFS on the world economy, by bringing benefits to some and drawbacks to 
others (see Stiglitz, 2007; Schanbacher, 2010; Oosterveer & Sonnenfeld, 2012).  
A neoliberal market-based approach to food security widens the gap between rich and poor, 
despite increased crop production in some cases due to the application of Green Revolution 
technology (McMichael, 2010; Bello & Baviera, 2010a). This is because the opening up of 
the nation-state to foreign markets often disadvantaged the poor and vulnerable, who are 
unable to compete with goods at artificially cheaper prices (Carolan, 2012; Lawrence & 
McMichael, 2012). The result of this process has greatly reduced the capacity of small 
farmers to control their own food system (Lyons, 2013). Wallace (1991) notes that women 
often face greater inequalities because policies fail to enable them to compete effectively, 
with no appropriate measures in place to cater for domestic duties, which are mainly the 
responsibility of women. The increasing workload for women is widely referred to in the 
literature as a triple burden (Sachs, 1983). This is evident in Timor-Leste, where women 
generally have various responsibilities including domestic work, farming activities and caring 
for children. In addition, the pursuit of market liberalisation and the conventional approach to 
food security in Timor-Leste has created disparity in access to food and other resources 
between the affluent and poor (see Chapters Five and Six).  
Globally, perceptions of productivist agriculture as the most efficient food production system 
have transformed agricultural practices in developing countries into a system that is 
dependent on new technology, knowledge, new seeds (Petersen, 2005) and backed by the 
dominance of scientific discourses (Beckie, 2000; Desmarais, 2007). This, according to 
Penny (1991), has caused the disappearance of local seeds and knowledge and 
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encourages farmers to be dependent on scientific knowledge often generated in developed 
countries, and defined via an unfair and unequal system in terms of trade, interest rates, 
embargoes and export inflations. The events of the food crisis of 2006–2008 saw countries 
fighting over limited grain supplies and can serve as an example of the dangers of 
dependence on food importation. In addition, export-led agriculture ties the food security of 
smallholder famers in the global South to the whims of Northern customers, which 
sometimes has significant ramifications for those who often do not understand the Northern 
customers’ requirements (Lyons, 2013).  
In Timor-Leste, as discussed in Chapter Two, agricultural development has a long history of 
pushing local food security towards dependence on market provisioning. The linkages in the 
food system started during Portuguese colonial rule through the introduction of coffee in 
1815, followed by high-yielding varieties in the 1960s, subsequent agricultural modernisation 
and development during the Indonesian occupation, and the adoption of techno-fix and 
market-based policies in the post-independence era. The consequences of these measures 
will be discussed in Chapters Five, Six and Eight. 
3.3.2 Nutrition transition 
Timorese people are increasingly abandoning their historically long standing diverse diets, 
based on locally produced and wild foodstuffs, to consume fewer crops and white rice. The 
change is due to a lack of nutritional information and modernisation policies pursued by the 
post-independence governments in Timor-Leste. These policies have encouraged Timorese 
people to eat more white rice, while malnutrition remains high (HASATIL, 2013). According 
to WHO, malnourishment is fundamentally caused by poverty, not a lack of modern 
technology, which can be easily and cheaply addressed through food diversif ication (Mittal, 
2006). Despite this, in post-independence Timor-Leste people have continued to embrace 
Green Revolution technologies, which have not only triggered a dietary transformation–as 
the diet is increasingly tied to GFS–but also fostered dependency on the state as a food 
provider (see Chapter Five). 
The existing literature has shown that the transformation of GFS has brought about a range 
of changes including changes in our relationships with food and with each other. The 
increasing demands of work places and readily available cooked food have encouraged 
people to rely on fast food and less nutritious, calorie-dense food rather than prepare their 
own more nutritious food (Friel & Lichacz, 2010). This change in diet has caused an 
epidemic of obesity and non-communicable diseases including diabetes, coronary heart 
problems and some cancers in both developed and developing countries (Popkin, 2003, 
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2011a). These dietary-related diseases are directly associated with demographic transition 
and nutrition transition (Popkin, 1993, 2008). The former means demographic change from a 
pattern of high fertility and high mortality to one of lower fertility and low mortality (Popkin, 
1993, 2003), and the latter refers to changes in diet, particularly large shifts in its overall 
structure (see Popkin, 2003, 1994,1998, 2011a, 2011b). It is characterised by a shift from 
staple foods to diets based on livestock and diary production, vegetables and fruits, and fats 
and oils (see Pingali, 2006, 2010; Popkin, 1993, 1994) and it is triggered by several factors 
including shifts in population growth, age structure, spatial distribution, changes in income, 
patterns of work and leisure activities, and related economic changes, which also influence 
the roles of women (Popkin, 2003; Pingali, 2006, 2010).  
Nutrition transition, according to Popkin (1993, 2008), has five broad patterns. The first 
pattern is characterised by hunting and gathering of food, which is often associated with low 
fat consumption, especially saturated fat. In the second pattern, the diet becomes less varied 
and subject to episodic periods of food shortages. Popkin (1993, 2008) suggests that in the 
later part of the second pattern, social stratification begins to appear and some subgroups of 
the population are more favoured nutritionally than others. Pattern three is characterised by 
receding famine, and with starchy staples becoming less important in the diet as the 
consumption of fruits, vegetables, and animal protein increases. In this pattern, crop 
productivity also increases due to the industrial revolution, but problems related to 
malnutrition persist. Pattern four involves a major shift in the structure of the diet, as people 
consume more animal fat, sugar and other refined carbohydrates. This pattern is commonly 
observed among high income societies. This way of life also has close association with 
problems of obesity and degenerative diseases. Pattern five is characterised by behavioural 
change, where consumption patterns show a reduction in fat and processed foods and an 
increased intake of fruits, vegetables and complex carbohydrates. In this pattern, there is a 
willingness or desire to prevent or delay degenerative diseases and prolong a sound health 
status (Popkin, 1993, 2008). 
Many studies (see Galanis, McGarvey, Quested, & Afele-Fa’amuli, 1999; Popkin, 1994) 
provide numerous examples of these transitions. Popkin (1994) observed nutrition transition 
in many parts of the world including China, Thailand, India, Latin America and the Caribbean 
as a result of economic development. Galanis et al. (1999) studied the dietary intake of 
modern Samoans and concluded that American Samoa consumed more energy and 
nutrients than the less- modernised country of Western Samoa. Importantly, American 
Samoa had a higher prevalence of diet-related diseases. The transformation of diet has not 
only contributed significantly to grain supply shortages, due to grain being used as feed to 
fatten livestock in order to meet the rising demand for meat from the middle class across the 
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world, but also contributed to environmental degradation as food producers are forced to use 
excessive external inputs to maintain and increase crop production (Galanis et al., 1999).  
Nutrition transition is a key concept in understanding the dietary changes occurring in Timor-
Leste (see Chapter Five). Next I discuss environment impacts of the contemporary GFS. 
3.3.3 Environmental degradation 
Existing reports (Gusmao, 2003; RDTL, 2008; da Silva, 2010) show farming practices in 
Timor-Leste are causing some environmental destruction. The problem is attributed to 
inappropriate land use and management through slash and burn practices and farming on 
fragile land (RDTL, 2008). The post-independence governments have tried to address the 
environment through improved farming practices, which according to the existing literature is 
mainly responsible for environmental damage (see for example Altieri, 1998; Petersen, 
2005; Lyons et al., 2013; McMichael, 2014; GRAIN, 2015a) 
Modern agri-food systems deplete water, soil, plants, biodiversity and genetic resources 
(Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002; Lyons et al., 2013, p. 158). The excessive chemical inputs in 
conventional farming practices also contribute to environmental problems, including 
increasing greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere (Stern, 2006; Lyons et al., 2013; 
GRAIN, 2015a, 2015b). The transformation of indigenous farming practices to a capitalist 
mode of production also significantly contributes to global environmental change, as major 
corporations are only interested capital accumulation, not environmental protection and 
social equity (Ling, 1991; Oosterveer & Sonnenfeld, 2012). In traditional agrarian cycles, 
food production was based on locally available resources and waste was reintegrated into 
the production system. New farming systems are dependent upon chemicals and 
bioengineered seeds and genetic materials produced under industrial conditions. The 
changes from organic and renewable farm inputs to expensive chemical inputs will further 
constrain the viability of the conventional farming system in the future (McMichael, 2009c). 
Therefore, this presents a clear line for decision-makers, to decide if the world should 
embrace an alternative approach or continue the path that has been proved to be costly. I 
will return to this point when discussing food sovereignty in the later part of this chapter. 
The next section focuses on the impact of a globalised food system on decision-
making processes. 
3.3.4 Governance: top-down scientific decision-making 
Governance is a multifaceted concept and has many different definitions, but they all 
concern power or authority. For instance, the World Bank (n.d, p. 3 quoted in Grindle, 2007) 
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defined governance as “the method through which power is exercised in the management of 
a country’s political, economic and social resources for development”. In the food and 
agriculture sector, the FAO (2011, p. 17) defined it as the “formal and informal rules and 
processes through which interests are articulated and decisions relevant to food security in a 
country are made, implemented and enforced on behalf of members of a society”. In this 
case, governance encompasses two overlapping dimensions with the first concerning all 
aspects of how a nation is governed, including its institutions, policies, laws, regulations, 
processes and oversight mechanisms; and the second concerning cultural and ideological 
settings (Chibba, 2009, p. 79). Giving important consideration to local circumstances and 
embracing diversity in governance should increase participatory processes and 
accountability, which are essential parameters for good governance (see M.M. Khan, 
2010). Good governance is about ensuring “inclusiveness and accountability” (Grindle, 2007, 
p. 556). 
In Timor-Leste, governance has been non-participatory, as decision-making processes have 
primarily been made by elites with limited local participation at the national level. For 
instance, in the post-independence period, there was limited consideration given to local 
circumstances in terms of the decision-making at the grassroots level, which is organised 
around kinship arrangements and involves negotiation between different players within the 
community (Dale & Butterworth, 2010), as processes were elite-driven in determining 
national development priorities. This situation resonates with Allen’s (2004) observation that 
increasingly decision-making has been handed over to powerful corporations with interests 
that do not always align with the long-term public good (Allen, 2004). In agri-food 
development sectors, corporate-led decision-making has responded to demands of 
customers in the global North, while at the same time delivering food insecurity as well as 
social and environmental problems to the global South (Lyons, 2013).  
Globally the pursuit of techno-fix and market-based approaches for agri-food development 
has caused farmers to lose control over food production and consumption to non-farm 
components of the food chain (Altieri, 1998; Desmarais, 2007). This is because modern 
farming systems require specific knowledge, often produced and disseminated by scientists 
and, as such, farming is considered a technical exercise to be “modified and improved 
through scientific and technological innovations” (Beckie, 2000, p. 35). Farmers are seen as 
consumers of scientific knowledge rather than sources of knowledge, which transcends their 
limited rights to participate in decision-making process for productivist agriculture 
(Desmarais, 2007). This is captured in an observation by Pretty and Chambers (2003, p. 
189); “in the transfer-of-technology paradigm, research decisions are made by scientists and 
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technology is developed on research stations and then handed to extension to pass on to 
farmers”. 
Using top-down scientific decision-making, large corporations use scientists, academics and 
farmers to pursue their interests through providing funding for research projects (Rosset, 
2001). Modernisation of agricultural production has led to an increase in the usage of 
external inputs (Pretty, 1995). Therefore, when farmers convert their farms to modern 
practices that rely on scientific and technological innovations, they provide more opportunity 
for further accumulation by large transnational corporations, as agriculture becomes a 
lucrative profit source for various industries including those selling pesticides and fertilisers, 
as well as seeds (Ling, 1991). This is happening despite the significant negative impact that 
productivist agriculture has had on society, the economy, culture and the environment, which 
subsequently contributes to climate change, which in turn impacts on food security.  
3.4 Climate change and food security 
3.4.1 Climate change and its impacts on food security 
Climate is defined as the statistical description of the means and variability of key weather 
parameters for a given area over a period of time, usually over a few decades (IPCC, 2007). 
A long-term systematic change in the statistics of the climate parameters due to both natural 
and anthropogenic activities is called climate change (Dessler, 2012). 
Climate plays a vital role in crop production, as plants require suitable temperature, 
precipitation and other environmental conditions for growth and development. Changes to 
these factors have significant negative ramifications for crop production (Fresco, 2009; 
Wairiu, Lal, & Iese, 2012). Studies have shown that the earth has been warming 
considerably as the carbon dioxide (CO2) concentration in the atmosphere increases (see 
Ainsworth & McGrath, 2010; Gines, 2012). Agriculture is responsible for an estimated 17–
32% of all global greenhouse gas emissions (Lyons et al., 2013). However, most emissions 
from agriculture come from industrial farming systems, mainly operated by big corporations 
(GRAIN, 2015a), while poor farmers bear the consequences, including food insecurity as 
climate change affects local food production and consumption.  
The concept of availability, as discussed above, emerged from the UN World Food 
Conference in 1974. The concern about food insecurity was basically driven by two factors—
low crop production and high population growth—or the potential imbalance between 
population growth and food supply (Burke & Lobell, 2010). Therefore, significant efforts were 
put in place to increase crop production to avoid this Malthusian doomsday (Burke & Lobell, 
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2010). However, studies have shown that failure to address other essential factors such as 
access disparity underpins the failure of this concept (see Sen, 1981, 1987).   
As food availability mainly concerns production, distribution and exchange (Gregory et al., 
2005), climate change can affect each of these components through impeding crop 
production and/or destruction of basic infrastructure such as roads, required for food 
distribution (Wairiu et al., 2012). According to Dessler (2012) increased temperature has a 
negative impact on agricultural productivity because photosynthesis in some important crops 
can only efficiently occur at temperatures between 20–25°C, and yields decline at 
temperatures around 30°C. In addition, an increase in rainfall and subsequent crop losses 
also has devastating impacts on food security. Globally, rainfall is projected to increase by 
25% by 2050, with variation in its distribution across regions, which would have significant 
impacts on agricultural productivity (Mishra, Panda, & Padhi, 2011). The FAO (2007) noted 
that climate change would alter about 11% of arable land and reduce cereal production in up 
to 65 countries, accounting for an approximate 16% loss in agricultural GDP.  
The impact of climate change is unevenly distributed. In countries located in the northern 
latitudes including Canada, Russia and northern Europe, a spatial variation model suggests 
that rain-fed crop production in 2050 will increase due to higher temperatures and an 
extended cropping season (Mishra et al., 2011; Newton, Johnson, & Gregory, 2011; 
Swaminathan & Kesavan, 2012;). Other studies suggest the beneficial effects of increased 
CO2 will be overwhelmed by the negative effects; especially when global warming is severe 
(see Dessler, 2012). For instance, the early flowering of apricot trees by 1–3 weeks in 
southern France increases their susceptibility to frost and bud necrosis (Desonie, 2008). In 
other major food producing regions including temperate Asia, China, Northern India, Sub 
Saharan, North and Southern Africa, the temperate and subtropical regions of South 
America, Mediterranean Europe and temperate Australia, the adverse impacts of weather 
patterns are expected to have negative impacts on crop production (Leu, 2009). Some 
countries in Africa and the Pacific Islands are already experiencing the impact of changing 
rainfall patterns and other extreme events such as sea level rise on crop production (see 
Englesias et al., 2011). Therefore, limited production will have significant impact on food 
accessibility and utilisation. 
Access to food became an important element of food security from the 1980s due to several 
factors, including the failure of the aggregate food availability concept, which was the central 
theme for policy strategies to address food insecurity at the 1974 UN World Food 
Conference. In addition, there was the emergence of the entitlements concept put forward by 
Sen (1981), who used the concept of food security to focus on the entitlement of individuals 
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and households in his seminal study. Sen (1987) argued that people could go hungry even if 
the overall food stock was stable, when their exchange entitlement declined. At the 1996 UN 
World Food Conference, food access became integral to achieving food security.  
Access to food refers to the ability of individuals, communities and countries to purchase 
sufficient quantities and quality of food, which is a function of income levels and food prices 
(Schmidhuber & Tubiello, 2007). This means food access has the elements of affordability, 
allocation and preference (Gregory et al., 2005). As discussed before, crop production is 
expected to be restricted, in some regions, due to changes in temperature and rainfall 
patterns. For instance, in highly marginalised subsistence farming communities across the 
Sub Saharan African countries, a reduction in maize production, due to climate change, 
would have a detrimental impact on food security (Schmidhuber & Tubiello, 2007; Burke & 
Lobell, 2010; FAO, 2011).  
Household food security may also be affected by market dependence. The severity of 
climate change impact on a household’s food security depends on their net consumption 
position, including whether they spend more than their income from selling cash crops to buy 
food (Burke & Lobell, 2010). This suggests that when income levels are low but expenditure 
on food is high, the family or country would have food security problems when food prices 
surge, as experienced globally in 2006–2008 (see Bello, 2009). Several studies show that 
food prices are expected to rise moderately in line with moderate increases in temperature in 
2050, and after that increases in temperature will trigger a sharp increase in food prices 
(Schmidhuber & Tubiello, 2007). This would force poor market-dependent people to buy 
food of low nutritional quality, which not only makes them dependent on those foods but also 
causes health problems (see nutrition section above). In this sense climate change is not 
only affecting people’s ability to access food but their health, when the food available cannot 
be properly utilised. 
Food utilisation entails elements of nutritional value, social value and safety (Gregory et al., 
2005). Burke and Lobell (2010) suggest that food is not only the primary source of energy 
but also a source of protein and various essential nutrients for bodily function. There is an 
increasing recognition of the impact of insufficient consumption of essential nutrients on 
global illness and death rates. Climate change can still have a negative impact on food 
security—even if there were unnoticeable impacts on food availability and access—through 
its impacts on food utilisation (Burke & Lobell, 2010). This is because climate change can 
alter the conditions for food safety, or change disease pressure from vectors, water and 
food-borne diseases that would have significant impacts on the population’s ability to utilise 
food effectively (Schmidhuber & Tubiello, 2007; Burke & Lobell, 2010). This situation would 
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create “a vicious cycle” as infectious diseases caused hunger and food insecurity as the 
affected population became more susceptible to the diseases and suffered declines in labour 
production, increased poverty and higher death rates (Schmidhuber & Tubiello, 2007).  
In Timor-Leste, climate change is already a reality. According to a recent report on rainfall 
and temperature in Timor-Leste, there is a temperature increase of an average of 1°C and 
rainfall has dropped 19% since 1974, based on an analysis of changes in temperature and 
rainfall between the periods 1954–1974 and 2004–2012 (SoL, 2014a). However, the data 
covers only a short period of time, which might not represent the actual change in statistics 
over long periods and over several decades as noted above. Despite this, the report 
confirms the early observation from Kirono (2010), who used regional data to project various 
impacts of climate change on the country. These include higher temperatures; increases in 
rainfall, with extreme rainfall events becoming fewer but more intense, increases in sea 
surface temperature, sea-level rise and increased ocean acidification. These impacts, 
coupled with the socioeconomic situation of the population, which mainly consists of 
subsistence farmers, will have devastating impacts on food security (see Barnett et al., 
2007).  
In summary, climate change is expected to have significant impacts on the poor and 
vulnerable who are already disadvantaged from the contemporary GFS. These factors, in 
combination, indicate that the struggle against climate change represents one of the 
“new challenges” which agriculture will have to face in the immediate future (Cucuzza, 2008, 
p. 2). This is because many developing countries still have problems with malnutrition at a 
time when they face an increasing burden of chronic degenerative diseases (Scrimshaw, 
2002) due to the impacts of GFS and climate change. Hence, a market-driven policy makes 
poor smallholder farmers more dependent on a highly fluctuating global market and pushes 
them into nutrition transition, which ultimately leads to a new level of dependency on the 
state.  
3.4.2 Global responses to climate change 
Scientific evidence on the role of human impacts of climate change has dramatically 
advanced. It started as a relatively weak statement in the first IPCC report, which concluded 
“the size of this [observed] warming is broadly consistent with predictions of climate models 
but it is also of the same magnitude as natural climate variability. Thus the observed 
increase could be largely due to this natural variability” (IPCC, 1990). The fifth report, in 
2014, concludes that human influence on climate change is clear and recent anthropogenic 
emissions of greenhouse gases are the highest in history. The report states that recent 
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climate changes have had widespread impact on human and natural systems (IPPC, 2014). 
The COP21 (UN, 2015b) also points out that scientific evidence is clear about the 
anthropogenic effects on climate change and urges both developed and developing counties 
to reduce their emissions to avoid catastrophic impacts. Despite this, the international 
responses have fallen short of common expectations. For instance, the adoption and 
ratification of the 1992 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) by almost all member states, including the USA, China and other big emitters, 
has not brought a profound solution to climate change as member states are debating the 
wording in the agreement or outcomes of the Conference of Parties (COP) to the UNFCCC, 
rather than taking concrete policy measures to address climate change. The Kyoto Protocol, 
a binding agreement, was negotiated in 1997 to provide pathways for developed countries to 
meet their targets set at 5% below their 1990 emissions level, between 2008 and 2012, 
through flexible mechanisms (UN, 1998; Dessler, 2012). However, annual negotiations 
quickly split between developed and developing countries, and sometimes agreements are 
negotiated by big emitters behind closed doors such as at COP15, in Copenhagen, to reach 
the Copenhagen Accord10  (Klein, 2010; Dessler, 2012). In 2015, the legally-binding Paris 
agreement to address climate change was adopted and will be put into force in 2020, after 
the second commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol. However, the Paris agreement 
remains a weak agreement as mitigation targets are voluntarily set by each country, unlike 
that of the Kyoto Protocol, due to demands from the most powerful and most polluting 
countries. The response to climate change is broadly categorised into adaptation 
and mitigation. 
3.4.2.1 Adaptation 
Adaptation refers to measures taken to reduce the risks associated with the consequences 
of climatic changes (Grantham Research Institute & Clark, 2012). Strictly speaking, 
adaptation does not require policy initiatives as people either individually or as a community 
can initiate responses when they realise they are being harmed by a changing climate. For 
instance, people forage when crops fail due to heavy rainfall. This type of adaption is known 
in the literature as “autonomous” or “spontaneous” adaptation (FAO, 2007, 2009; Easterling 
et al., 2007; Prabhakar & Shaw, 2008). Spontaneous adaptation may not be sufficient due to 
the detrimental magnitude and consequences of climate change in the future, so it needs to 
be incorporated into “planned” adaptation, which is policy frameworks that are aimed at 
enhancing the capacity of farmers to cope with the impacts of climate change (Easterling et 
al., 2007; FAO, 2007, 2009).  
                                               
10
 The Copenhagen Accord includes a goal of limiting climate change to 2
°
C (above pre-industrial temperatures), emission cuts 
to achieve this, verification of national actions, and financial support for the developing countries (Dessler, 2012)  
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Advanced adaptation is always cheaper than adaptation after an event (Dessler, 2012). 
However, adaptation require significant resources, which means rich countries and rich 
people have more resources to carry out adaptation (Iglesias, Mougou, Moneo, & Ouiroga., 
2011). That’s why only developed countries are in position to help the poor countries to 
enhance their adaptive capacity (Parry, Hammill, & Drexhage, 2005); a key driver of the 
annual Conference of Parties to the UNFCCC. Despite this, the most recent legally binding 
agreement, the 2015 Paris agreement, does not include compensation mechanisms for 
developing countries and the developed countries that are parties to the UNFCCC have tried 
to wipe out their historical responsibility and dilute their responsibility to developing countries 
(see Raman & Chiew, 2015).  
In the agricultural sector, adaptation can be achieved through a range of approaches, 
including changing the timing and location for cropping, diversification, irrigation, planting 
trees to protect the soil and using seeds that perform well (Burke & Lobell, 2010). However, 
the ability of a farming system to cope depends on the magnitude of such impacts, the 
system being impacted, and the available adaptation options (Iglesias et al., 2011). 
Therefore, there is not a “one option for all approaches” in adaptation because different 
contexts require different strategies. For instance, the use of irrigation as a response to 
drought may not work as an adaptation option if water quality is reduced by higher 
temperatures and low levels of runoff, especially in summer (Iglesias et al., 2011). However, 
at the farmer’s level, adaptation to climate change requires three basic steps, detecting a 
shift in one’s external environment, determining that it would favour a change in behaviour 
and understanding that change (Burke & Lobell, 2010). 
3.4.2.2 Mitigation 
Mitigation refers to actions that reduce greenhouse gas emissions, so that changes are less 
severe (Smit, Burton, Klein, & Street, 1999; Desonie, 2008). Mitigation involves policy-driven 
actions to prevent negative consequences from climate change from happening (Dessler, 
2012). Mitigation addresses the problem of climate change at the global level (IPCC, 2001).  
It has been viewed as an absolute necessity to avoid global warming of 2°C above pre-
industrial temperatures (PANAP, 2010; Dessler, 2012; UN, 2015b). However, mitigation 
actions have been contested between developed and developing countries, as the former 
have historical responsibilities to the atmospheric emissions while the later are the victims of 
the climate change due to the action of the former for their economic development.  
The UNFCCC has adopted a clear principle of “equity and the principle of common but 
differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities” of UNFCCC article 3 paragraph 1 
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(UN, 1992). This principle requires developed countries to meet their historical responsibility 
when addressing climate change. The convention also underlines financial obligations and 
technology transfer from developed countries as part of the mitigation actions required to 
assist developing countries adapt to the impacts of climate change. However, meeting these 
obligations has proven difficult, as they require deeper commitments from developed 
countries, which would harm their living standards (see M.A. Khan, 2010). Solutions to 
climate change have been framed through market mechanisms that give developed 
countries more opportunities to further their capital accumulation through the use of high-
cost technologies such as geoengineering and carbon trading schemes, rather than 
addressing the fundamental causes of climate change that are rooted in over production and 
consumption (PANAP, 2010).  
Geoengineering is referred to active manipulation of the climate change system. This has 
been seen by some, including Dessler (2012), as a third response to climate change. I 
discuss it here as part of the mitigation measures. An example of geoengineering is solar 
radiation management11, which includes placing sunshade lines between the sun and the 
earth to block incoming shortwave solar radiation from reaching the earth, cooling down the 
planet (Dessler, 2012); or increasing the albedo level by injecting sulphur dioxide (SO2) into 
the stratosphere to react with water vapour (H2O) and form aerosols—tiny liquid droplets of 
negligible falling speed—to reflect sun radiation back into space (Dessler, 2012). However, 
critics of this approach including the ETC Group (2010) observe that geoengineering is a 
techno-fix solution to climate change, which can only provide a temporary solution and could 
have significant unknown consequences, including on crop production and consumption.  
In the agricultural sector, mitigation can be achieved by increasing soil carbon sequestration, 
which helps build soil carbon banks rather than releasing carbon into the atmosphere. This 
means that planting nitrogen fixation plants or legumes will help take nitrogen from the 
atmosphere and fix it as nitrate in the leaves and subsequently incorporate it into the soil. 
This would help restore carbon in the soil while also increase crop production, as the soil 
carbon pool increases in the root zone (Swaminathan & Kesavan, 2012).  According to IPCC 
(2001, p. 25), agriculture could contribute to biological mitigation options, which were 
estimated to about 100 Gt C (Giga tone cumulative) by 2050 globally, or 10–20% of 
projected fossil-fuel emissions during the same period. However, as discussed previously, 
global solutions to food security have been rooted in agricultural modernisation and trade 
liberalisation since 1974, which are energy and capital intensive, thereby further contributing 
                                               
11
 Solar radiation management refers to efforts to engineer a reduction in the amount of solar energy absorbed by the earth 
(Dessler, 2012, p. 179). 
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to climate change. This limits the emphasis on locally available solutions to food security that 
can contribute biological mitigation through growing nitrogen fixing plants. 
In summary, GFS has brought some positive improvements to the global food provisioning 
system. It has proved to be beneficial to small, affluent or rich and developed countries as it 
is built around definitions of powerful countries, corporations, retailers and elites for capital 
accumulation. The current GFS embraces a top-down scientific approach to decision-making 
by excluding the voice of the marginalised or those who are going to be impacted by 
policies. This approach, therefore, would only exacerbate the already difficult situation for 
some segments of the community when the impacts of climate change are considered. 
Despite this, there have also been alternative approaches to food provisioning that allow 
greater control, as well as inclusive and authentic forms of participations by farmers in 
shaping their food system; which is the focus of the next section.  
3.5   Food sovereignty: an alternative solution to food 
security and climate change 
Food sovereignty, defined in Chapter One, is “the right of nations to determine their food 
systems and policies” (Trauger, 2015, p. 1). It emerged in the 1990s, spearheaded by La via 
Campesina as a response to the failed GFS, which resulted in the recurrent global food 
crisis since 1974 (see Rosset, 2008; Desmarais, 2007; Fairbairn, 2010; Lyons, et al., 2013; 
Lyons, 2014a). La via Campesina, with 164 member organisations scattered in 73 countries 
(La via Campesina, 2011), rejects dominant power structures that dictate the decision-
making processes (Wekerle, 2004) and advocates food sovereignty as a precondition for 
genuine food security (Rosset, 2006; Patel, 2009, 2010; Lawrence & McMichael, 2012). 
Food sovereignty is based on seven principles12: 
i. Food—a Basic Human Right: everyone must have access to safe, nutritious and 
culturally appropriate food in sufficient quantity and quality to sustain a healthy life 
with full human dignity.  
ii. Agrarian Reform: a genuine agrarian reform, which gives landless and farming 
people, especially women, ownership and control of the land they work and returns 
territories to indigenous peoples is necessary.  
iii. Protecting Natural Resources: food sovereignty entails the sustainable care and use 
of natural resources, especially land, water and seeds. 
                                               
12
 See www.foodsovereignty.org for a comprehensive list of the seven principles. 
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iv. Reorganising Food Trade: food is first and foremost a source of nutrition and only 
secondarily an item of trade. National agricultural policies must prioritise production 
for domestic consumption and food self-sufficiency. Food imports must not displace 
local production or depress prices. 
v. Ending the Globalisation of Hunger: food sovereignty is undermined by multilateral 
institutions and by speculative capital. The growing control by multinational 
corporations of agricultural policies has been facilitated by the economic policies of 
multilateral organisations such as the WTO, World Bank and the IMF. 
vi. Social Peace—a pre-requisite to food sovereignty: everyone has the right to be free 
from violence. Food must not be used as a weapon.  
vii. Democratic Control: smallholder farmers must have direct input into formulating 
agricultural policies at all levels. The UN and related organisations will have to 
undergo a process of democratisation to enable this to become a reality. 
These broader concepts and principles of food sovereignty are rooted in political, legal, 
social equality and environmental justice discourses. People who are going to be impacted 
by the policies need to actively participate in the decision-making about what, how and for 
whom food is produced (Rosset, 2008; McMichael, 2010; Lawrence & McMichael, 2012).  
For La via Campesina hunger and poverty are not caused by food shortages or scarcity, but 
as an outcome of implementing the wrong policies. Hunger has to do with a lack of access to 
food, inadequate income and a lack of access to productive resources (Quaye, 2007; Bello & 
Baviera, 2010a, 2010b). Food sovereignty demands fair prices for food producers and 
emphasises community control over productive resources such as land, water and seeds 
(Altieri, 2010; Rosset, 2011b; Alkon & Mares, 2012; Springfield, 2012). It also means 
stopping violence against women and recognising their role in food production and 
procurement, food preparation, family food security and food culture (Desmarais, Wittman, & 
Weibe, 2011).  
In many parts of the world members of La via Campesina, including the Alliance for Food 
Sovereignty in Africa (AFSA), are advocating food sovereignty as a way to ensure resilient 
food systems in the face of climate change and destructive forms of development (AFSA, 
2011). They underscore the need to change food policy directions from a focus on yield at 
any cost, to policies that promote agroecology as a solution for climate change, feeding 
people, biodiversity, livelihoods and healing the soils (AFSA, 2011). In Timor-Leste 
MOKATIL is coordinating organisations at different levels to advocate for food and 
agricultural policies that prioritise local production and consumption, equality and social 
justice (do Rego, 2007).  
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Despite embracing a diverse membership and allowing each individual, group or country to 
contextualise food sovereignty according to a situation—unlike food security—the central 
articulation of food sovereignty has been “the rights” based-approach (Windfhur & Jonsen, 
2005, p. 4). The rights-based approach is integral to deliberative democracy, a core principle 
of the food sovereignty movement. Deliberative democracy is defined as “democratic 
legitimacy resid(ing) in the right, ability and opportunity of those subject to collective 
decisions to participate in deliberations about the content of that decision” (Dryzek, 2009, 
p.1381). This is where food sovereignty differs from food security; because under the food 
security framework, it is entirely possible for people to be food secure under a dictatorship 
regime, while not being able to exercise other democratic rights, including the right to 
participate in decision-making for agricultural development (Patel, 2010, Springfield, 2012).  
Apart from problems associated with the GFS, climate change is an additional threat to food 
security for most people around the world (WPCCC, 2010). Food sovereignty envisions an 
agricultural policy that promotes local knowledge for food production and consumption 
(AFSA, 2011). It requires people to live in harmony with the earth, rather than looking for the 
best ways to manage the earth, an approach which has been pursued by capitalist systems 
through artificial carbon markets (McMichael, 2011, p. 804). This is demonstrated, for 
example, via the use of a carbon trading schemes between the high-polluting global North 
and the low-carbon lifestyle of the global South, through REDD (Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Forest Degradation), without fundamentally altering the emissions 
equation (McMichael, 2011). Climate justice has been part of the food sovereignty 
movement advocating for a change of approach to tackle climate change by building on a 
platform of equal opportunity for development and human rights. It seeks to redress climate 
change by overhauling how solutions have been produced and reducing disparities in power 
that drive climate change and continued injustice (Adams & Luchsinger, 2009). The principle 
of climate justice, as discussed before, is based on article 3 paragraph 1 of UNFCCC (UN, 
1992). 
Equity demands that countries benefiting from high levels of emissions need to take 
necessary actions to reduce their emissions, thereby allowing others the right to develop to 
alleviate poverty (Adams & Luchsinger, 2009; WPCCC, 2010).  This can only happen when 
the world’s governments agree to reverse their growth rivalries and aim at equitable and 
sustainable paths towards sufficiency (McMichael, 2008). This asymmetric relationship that 
lies in power relations, is part of the analysis in this thesis, which can be properly understood 
through a combination of various concepts including participation and sustainability, 
discussed in the next section. 
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3.6 Conceptual framework for the study of agri-food 
development in Timor-Leste 
This section explores some more concepts—in addition to food regime theory and nutrition 
transition—of sustainable development and participation which are integral features of food 
sovereignty that inform the relationship between agri-food development policies and food 
security. Bringing these concepts together helps to develop a sociological understanding of 
the impacts of modernised agri-food developmental policies and the experience of local 
people in providing food for themselves.   
3.6.1 Sustainable development 
The concept of sustainability, or sustainable development, emerged in the 1970s with 
apparent concerns about limits to growth if the world continued with unsustainable economic 
growth and depletion of natural resources leading to environmental degradation and social 
collapse on a global scale (Pezzey, 1992). This concept was popularised in the Brundtland 
Commission Report in 1987, which defined sustainable development as “development that 
meets the needs of the current generation without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own” (WCED, 1987). The report recognises three important pillars: 
environmental, economic and social, which are also known as the triple bottom line. 
The importance of sustainable agriculture has been recognised for achieving sustainable 
development (WCED, 1987; Hurni et al., 2009). It embraces the principle of intragenerational 
and intergenerational equity and the importance of mainstreaming stakeholders in 
development approach.  The aim of sustainable agriculture is to have “continued agricultural 
production capable of supporting a growing world population nutritionally, socially, 
ecologically and economically” (Petersen, 2005, p. 141). Developed and developing 
countries have quite different associations with the food system, with developed countries 
dealing with problems of overproduction and overconsumption (Lang, 2010), and developing 
countries struggling to feed their growing population (Regmi & Weber, 2000). The 
sustainable agriculture concept offers a holistic understanding of how different farming 
practices affect the environment‚ human perceptions of the environment and environmental 
feedback in response to agricultural practices, and how such perceptions can affect values‚ 
knowledge‚ and behaviour (Cleveland, 1998; da Silva, 2010). 
In the globalised world, it is no longer sufficient to talk about environmental sustainability, 
local economy and social justice. It is now essential to discuss accessibility knowledge, 
participation, ethical regulations, as well as recognition of the spiritual, good health, diversity, 
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cultural nourishment and the creation of trusting relationships (Kloppenburg, Lezberg, De 
Master, Stevenson, & Hendrickson, 2000). As such, sustainable food systems can be 
characterised by several principles of environmental policies, such as equity, democracy, the 
precautionary principle, and policy integration and planning. Equity does not only concern 
poor people in contemporary society, but also has intergenerational dimensions. Democracy 
is important for achieving intergenerational equity because it requires community 
participation. The precautionary principle underlines the importance of being cautious when 
the impact of technology is not fully understood. In the light of uncertainty, diversified crop 
production is much safer than monoculture as the risk is shared. Policy integration means 
that sustainable food provisioning requires an integrated approach from food production to 
trade and consumer policies. Planning is important for coordinating different initiatives and 
managing risks that can hinder sustainable development objectives (Oosteerver & 
Sonnenfeld, 2012, p. 41). 
The merit of sustainable development been recognised since the Brundtland Commission 
Report in 1987 as requiring a reorientation of development policies to integrate 
environmental, social and economic issues into decision-making processes. Despite this, all 
policy strategies, including those for the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which were 
agreed upon by world leaders in 2000, have been unable to deliver policy objectives, 
because of unequal “power relations’’, with the result that most of the problems remain 
unaddressed. The world has failed to meet the first goal of the MDGs, to eradicating hunger 
and malnutrition by 2015, as the figures on undernourishment have changed by less than 
50% from 1990 level (UN, 2015a). In September 2015, world leaders adopted SDGs to end 
poverty and hunger by 2030 (UN, 2015c). To successfully end poverty and hunger, they 
should be addressed within the context of climate change, which means developed countries 
need to make deep commitments to significantly cutting their emissions and help developing 
countries achieve food security using measures that also contribute to addressing 
climate change. 
A sustainability concept will, like participation, help provide a sociological understanding of 
food and agricultural developmental policies implemented in Timor-Leste and further the 
understanding of how power structures can become an obstacle in implementing a policy 
that is able to provide for both affluent and marginalised people in a sustainable manner. 
3.6.2 Participation 
The participatory approach emerged in the 1970s and 1980s in response to neoliberal 
market-led approaches to development (Willis, 2011) or the expert-oriented developmental 
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approach (Cooke & Kothari, 2001), which were rooted in top-down decision-making 
processes. The participatory approach was embedded within local communities and drew on 
local knowledge to provide assistance more effectively and efficiently. It gave emphasis to 
community participation, grassroots movements and decision-making for socioeconomic 
development (Salleh & Choudhury, 1996; Panda, 2007; Willis, 2011). This is in line with, 
according to Arnstein, participation which is “about redistribution of power that enables the 
have-not citizens, presently excluded from the political and economic processes, to be 
deliberately included in the future” (Arnstein, 1969). In her seminal work, Arnstein uses a 
typology of eight levels of a participation ladder to demonstrate fundamental points of 
participation. She notes that the use of participation in decision-making processes, without 
devolving power into lower levels or to the powerless, is meaningless. 
Arnstein described the first two rungs (1) Manipulation and (2) Therapy as “nonparticipation” 
that have been used by power holders to substitute genuine participation, with the objective 
of only “educating” or “curing” people rather than enabling people to directly shape the 
program. 
The next level of participation, Arnstein termed as “tokenism”, and representing rungs (3) 
Informing and (4) Consultation. In this level she argued that power holders allowed the “have 
nots” to voice their views and opinions, which might not otherwise be heard or considered in 
decision-making processes. As Cornwall (2002) indicated, having a voice at the meeting did 
not necessarily mean being heard because there was no mechanism for follow up, or “no 
assurance of changing the status quo” (Arnstein, 1969). The next level is (5) Placation, or a 
higher level of tokenism, which means the power holder might seek advice from ordinary 
citizens but have no rights to decide. In other words, decision-makers might try to tick off 
boxes, due to demands.   
Arnstein termed the rungs (6) Partnership, (7) Delegated Power and (8) Citizen Control as 
“citizens power”, which meant citizens were enabled to negotiate and engage in debate with 
the power holder, with citizen control at the top of the ladder in which citizens had a majority 
say in the decision-making processes. The last rungs are also known as empowerment, 
defined as “the notion of people having the ability to understand and control themselves and 
their environments—including social, economic and political factors—expanding their 
capabilities and horizons and elevating themselves to greater levels of achievement and 
satisfaction” (Francina & Joseph, 2013, p. 165). In other words, it is about giving more power 
to the poor and destitute (Townsend, 1999; Munford, & Walsh-Tapiata, 2005; Jack, 2005; 
Ife, 2009).  
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In decision-processes, empowerment is about allowing those who are most likely to be 
affected by the decisions to directly exercise a deliberative capacity (Fung & Wright, 2003; 
Dryzek, 2009; Lyons, 2013). This would require power holders to not only hear the voice of 
marginalised people, but allow their subjectivities to control the process (Guijt, 1994; Lyons, 
2014b). Fowler (2002) argued that participatory development changed the perception of 
local people from mere beneficiaries of the top-down, scientific approach to decision-making 
and development into active participants, where they were allowed to directly shape 
decisions that were going to have an impact on them. As such, Townsend (1999) noted 
when participation was only done for mere consultation, then it should not be considered as 
participatory development because it did not affect anything. 
Therefore, a focus on the concept of democratic participation appears to be relevant for 
understanding how decisions on food agriculture development policies have been made and 
implemented in Timor-Leste. Also important is how external forces affect policy design and 
implementation and how reflective they are in food and agricultural developmental policies to 
the local context, in an increasingly variable environment. By using this concept, this 
research can address the limitations of decision-making policies in the modernised food and 
agricultural system discussed in this chapter. 
Despite participation often being viewed as an ideal process; it is often difficult to have 100% 
local participation (Guijt & Shah, 1998; Willis, 2011). For instance, in some societies, women 
and ethnic minorities are not allowed to take part in certain activities due to religious norms, 
economic status or class and cultural values (Brett, 1991; Crawley, 1998). According to 
Willis (2011), community members might participate in the meetings or in labour contribution, 
but are often unable to challenge existing practices and power relations. This is certainly true 
for women in some contexts, who may be asked to participate in community gatherings 
simply because demands have been made for them to be present in order to fulfil 
requirements. As Guijt and Shah (1998) note, women’s participation can be just to validate 
the participatory development approach. Therefore, failure to ask critical questions about 
who should participate to meet the requirement completely misses the point of dynamic 
power relations. This means that a participatory approach can also be manipulative and 
‘‘tyrannical” due to unjust exercises of power (Cooke & Kothari, 2001).   
In summary, considering all of the above mentioned issues, it is necessary to use an 
approach that draws on these different literatures—food regimes, nutrition transition, 
sustainability, participation and grassroots approaches. The combinations of these concepts 
can provide a useful framework for investigating the effects of modernist agri-food 
developmental policies on food security, the gap between policy objectives and local 
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experiences of food security in Timor-Leste.  By focusing on these concepts the research 
addresses some of the limitations in the modernised food and agricultural system by linking 
the local realities with macro-level institutional policy framework. It will be useful to apply this 
framework of concepts within the context of Timor-Leste, to understand the relationship 
between agricultural modernisation, food insecurity, climate change, and local experience. 
This approach is the strength of this research as it provides a useful framework for 
understanding the power relationships that prevail at different levels to the detriment of food 
security for all people. 
3.7 Conclusion  
This chapter has reviewed relevant literature on the historical evolution of contemporary food 
provisioning policies and their impacts, climate change and food security, and food 
sovereignty as an alternative food provisioning system. Studies have shown that the 
globalised food system, while having improved global food provisioning, has increasingly 
been driven by capital accumulation that favours powerful countries, corporations, retailers 
and affluent or elite people.  
The chapter has also presented various discussions about modernisation of agriculture and 
market-based strategies to address food insecurity. The analysis shows a GFS where 
decision-making that is mainly carried out by elites has failed to incorporate the context and 
values in which these strategies are implemented. The analysis also shows an emerging 
theme of understanding local contexts and values to better respond to the needs of the poor 
and vulnerable. However, it is argued here that modernist agricultural development and 
market-based policies tend to respond more to the demands of affluent communities or 
markets that service developed countries’ consumers, while neglecting the needs of rural 
farmers. The argument is supported by the various negative consequences of GFS such as 
creating dependency and social inequality, nutrition transition, environmental health and top-
down, non-representative decision-making approaches. 
The chapter shows that climate change is expected to have significant impacts on the poor 
and vulnerable, those who already face disadvantage from the contemporary GFS. Hence, a 
market-driven policy would link local food systems to a highly fluctuating global market, 
spurring a nutrition transition and creating a dependency mentality on the state as a food 
provider. This shows a clear limit to the path of GFS, in terms of feeding poor people and 
suggests an alternative food policy in the context of climate change that is rooted in 
deliberative democracy, to allow those who are affected by the policies to shape the content 
and the outcomes of the policies. 
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Finally, the chapter outlines concepts such as sustainable development, a grassroots 
approach to development and democratic participation, which could help transform agri-food 
development in Timor-Leste. The chapter concludes with the conceptual framework of the 
thesis, suggesting an approach that combines democratic participation and sustainability–
essential feastures of food sovereignty–to link a macro-level institutional framework of 
decision-making and food governance with the micro-level daily experiences of food security 
to inform the relationships between food and agricultural developmental policies and food 
security problems in Timor-Leste.  
In exploring the effects and consequences of food and agricultural development policy 
strategies, this research utilises the accounts of villagers, politicians, academics, public 
servants, students, and NGO workers. The approach and methods for this research are 
discussed in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR – METHOD 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter describes the research methodology used to address the research questions 
posed in this thesis. The objective of this thesis was to understand how agri-food 
development policies shaped food security in Timor-Leste currently and in the context of 
climate change. Integral to this study is the impact of historical agricultural development 
policies in Timor-Leste, and the international policies that contribute to contemporary agri-
food development.  
The topic of this thesis originated from my motivation to try to understand agri-food 
development policies and their impacts on food security, from the vantage point as an 
indigenous researcher. I am an East Timorese citizen and have worked with both the 
government of Timor-Leste and non-governmental organisations, including as the head of 
research at the Centre of Studies for Peace and Development (CEPAD), Project Officer with 
Austcare and a National Technical Advisor for the Secretary of State for Environment 
(SoSE), the government of Timor-Leste. I am fluent in English, Tetum, a language which 
emanates from Dili (Tetum Praca), is the country’s lingua fraca and Naueti, a language or 
dialect belonging to the Austronesian language group (Fox, 2001). My relationship to the 
research is detailed under ethic and research quality section. 
The study adopts a qualitative case study method which allows a detailed, intensive study of 
the lived experience of local people of agri-food system development policies, as well as 
their accounts of providing sufficient food for their families based on their specific context 
(Tellis, 1997; Yin, 2003; Luck, Jackson, & Usher, 2006). This approach allows the 
development of a sociological understanding of the impacts of agri-food development-related 
policies on food security in Timor-Leste through a range of perspectives from different 
stakeholders, who have significant roles in agri-food sectors. The case study approach 
enables knowledge creation through interpreting participants’ views (Sarantakos, 2005).  
The chapter is divided into five parts. It first describes the epistemology, or nature of 
knowledge, or how we understand and explain what we know, and ontology, the nature of 
reality or assumptions (Crotty, 1998), underpinning this research. This is followed by a 
description of the research design, covering information on case study sites and sampling 
technique for the respondents. Part three presents tools used for data collection, namely 
interview, document analysis, seminar, and observation. Part four discusses the methods 
used for qualitative data analysis and interpretation of this research. Finally, the fifth part 
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discusses ethical issues associated with the research. The chapter concludes with a 
summary of the approach and methods selected for this study.  
4.2 Research paradigm 
The research approach was shaped by perceptions about how knowledge existed and was 
created. This in turn determined the choice of methodology that guided the research. 
Various ontological and epistemological assumptions give rise to diverse methodologies that 
produce different research designs and choices of data collection tools (Crotty, 1998; 
Sarantakos, 2005; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006). Positivist epistemology assumes that 
‘‘reality exists outside of research processes’’, which can be observed objectively (Hess-
Biber & Leavy, 2006, p. 13). The assumption ensures the researchers’ position themselves 
as objective observers who do not have an impact on the research (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; 
Crotty, 1998; Walliman, 2006). In contrast, an interpretive epistemology assumes that 
knowledge is produced through interaction or during the research process and ‘‘the 
researcher is an active participant, along with the subjects in the building of descriptive, 
exploratory and explanatory knowledge’’ (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006, p. 15). In other words, 
in qualitative research, researchers interact with research subjects and that interaction is 
integral to knowledge creation. 
The ontological perspective adopted in this study is that of ‘‘constructionism’’, which 
perceives that “reality is constructed” and relative (Sarantakos, 2005, p. 37). Reality is a 
subjective construction shaped by different contexts, values, experiences and 
interpretations. This ontology suggests various realities exist involving the impact of food and 
agricultural development policies in Timor-Leste. In this research I used a qualitative case 
study approach to examine these differing realities, shaped by different contexts and values, 
in order to better understand food insecurity in Timor-Leste (Wilson, 2008).    
According to Sarantakos (2005), the key to construction of a reality is interpretation, as the 
construction and interpretation produce meanings that are relative, not objective truth or 
reality. As such, the epistemological stance taken in this research is interpretivism; as it 
employs strategies to interpret participants’ accounts of their experiences, opinions, 
perspective and understandings (Williams, 2000). It is essential to underline that it is the 
participants’ views that are important for knowledge construction, rather than that of the 
researcher. However, in order to produce theory-based subjective discourses, Walters 
(2008, p. 84) outlines that while respecting participant perspectives is essential in the 
analysis, “the perspectives themselves will ultimately take on a different complexion as the 
benefit of theory and a wider contextual understanding is applied to them”. To be able to 
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integrate wider contextual understanding, the researcher is required to be immersed in the 
research process and able to interpret and understand the social reality (Walliman, 2006).  
The constructionist ontology and interpretivist epistemological assumptions underlie the 
research methodology that will help to develop a new sociological understanding of food 
insecurity (explained below). While the results are not empirically generalisable, the in-depth 
case study approach through various data collection methods allows the documentation of a 
richer data set and helps to theoretically generalise contextual understandings that can be 
applied to other similar contexts. This process has been called ‘‘moderatum or theoretical 
generalisation’’ (Payne & Williams, 2005). Moderatum generalisation refers to “the modest, 
pragmatic generalisations drawn from personal experience which, by bringing a semblance 
of order and consistency to social interaction, make everyday life possible” (Payne & 
Williams, 2005, p. 296). It also means that the arguments or theories are open for 
examination by others and can be refuted or confirmed through future research (Payne & 
Williams, 2005, p. 297).   
4.3 Research design 
A case study methodology has been chosen as the approach to this study (Yin, 2003; 
Sarantakos, 2005; Wilson, 2008). The advantage of using a case study approach is its 
strength in providing the answers to ‘‘how’’ and ‘‘why’’ questions (Yin, 2003).  Schramm 
(1971 quoted in Yin, 2003, p. 12) observes that “the essence of a case study, the central 
tendency among all types of case study, is that it tries to illuminate a set of decisions: why 
they were taken, how they were implemented, with what result”.  It also allows for the 
development of a theory on food and agricultural development and their impacts for food 
security, based on meanings and interpretations of subjective discourses (Ezzy, 2002; 
Sarantakos, 2005), rather than de-personalised and de-contextualised official data.  
The study targets both decision-makers and villagers who were affected by the policies or 
initiatives undertaken by the government at the National level. It establishes evidence of the 
impacts of the decisions or policies by politicians in the agri-food sectors in Timor-Leste. In 
addition, it aimed to understand the local experience of climate change and ways in which 
people provided themselves with sufficient food. All this would provide possible pathways to 
reconstructing the current food system into a fair, just and sustainable national food system 
under climate change.  
As discussed in Chapters One and Three, the study aimed to understand the impact of food 
and agricultural development policies for food security and provide alternative pathways to a 
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fair, just and sustainable national food system. This required a normative case study, an 
approach that can contribute to “value rationality” or to “our understanding of important 
public values – to ideas” about what an ideal situation might be (Thatcher, 2006, p. 1632). In 
this study, the normative understanding was developed through an interpretive case study, 
based upon interpretation of meaning from views and opinions of the participants. This was 
viewed through the food sovereignty concept and principles. The concepts and principles 
were seen as normative, offering response to the problems created by agricultural 
modernisation and market-driven food security policies (McMichael, 2014). The premises of 
food sovereignty are rooted in a participatory approach, democratic decision-making, and 
empowering the poor and vulnerable to have control over their food system. As such, these 
concepts and principles were considered as ideal situations and would be compared and 
contrasted with the outcomes of this thesis in order to produce a normative theory or 
approach to reimagining food systems in Timor-Leste so as to provide food for all Timorese 
people (Thacher, 2006).  
To collect essential data or information that helped to answer research questions, this study 
employed a number of different methods within the case study approach, as detailed below; 
including interview, document analysis, seminar and field observation. This study was 
conducted across three different villages in Timor-Leste and the rationale of their selection is 
discussed in next section.  
4.3.1 Case study sites 
The primary data collection was conducted across three villages (suco) as well as 
respondents from the national level in Timor-Leste. The rationale for choosing to focus on 
villages is that this is the level at which we find farmers. In addition, focusing on the village 
level gave me an opportunity to study the influence of traditional customs and modern 
practices that shape local perspectives. The villages were selected using the selection 
criteria below: 
i. Diverse and significant roles in the food and agricultural sectors,  
ii. Different types and levels of participation in markets, and  
iii. Differences in climatic growing conditions. 
Based on these selection criteria, the villages Afaloicai, Comoro, and Fatubolu (Figure 4.1) 
were selected for this study. These villages have different histories, cultures and politics, and 
have significant roles in agri-food sectors. For instance, Afaloicai is a subsistence village, 
Comoro relies mainly on the food from the market, while Fatubolu is a coffee growing area, 
which is a global market commodity. As such, they each have their own role in market 
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participation. In addition, they have different agro-climatic zones (Table 4.1) that would 
enable a comparison across the cases.  
 
 
Figure 4.1: Map of Timor-Leste, red lines showing study sites. Source: NSD & UNFPA, 
2011, p. iii 
 
Table 4.1: Climatic conditions and roles in the food and agricultural sectors 
 
   
1Adapted from Fox, 2001 
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In addition, these villages differ in terms of economic activities, land areas and population 
size. The experiences and impacts of food and agricultural development on food security 
across these villages are the main interests of this research. Therefore, I did not use 
population size as a factor in selection of the villages. The temporal scope of the field 
research mainly focuses on development in the post-independence period, 2002–2014, 
while also using pre-2002 information as background and to contextualise the findings. The 
characteristic of each of these selected villages now follows.  
4.3.1.1 Afaloicai 
Afaloicai is one of the 10 sucos (Villages) in the subdistrict of Baguia, district of Baucau, 
located at the southern slopes at an altitude of 500–1500 m above sea level, with an 8-
month rainy season (table 4.1). It has a total population of 747 people, with a total area of 
10.2 km2 (NSD, 2010b), which is about 73 people per square kilometre population density. It 
is a subsistence farming community, with more 94% of households involved in farming 
activities, growing mostly food crops including maize, rice, various tubers, and beans, which 
are often sold in the market. It is estimated 89% of the population also herd livestock of 
varying kinds (NSD, 2010b) (Table 4.2). 
Afaloicai is a remote village from Baguia the subdistrict central town. It takes 4–5 hours walk 
to the subdistrict central town. Travelling from Dili, the capital of Timor-Leste, would take 
about eight hours by car. During the rainy season, the village is often cut off from the main 
town, making access to markets and other essential services problematic. 
People in Afaloicai speak Naueti (Fox, 2001). There is a primary school in the village and a 
secondary school run by the Satilus Foundation, in Ossohuna (neighbouring village). 
However, the schools are under-resourced. At the time of the fieldwork in 2013–2014, some 
houses in the village had just been connected to the electricity grid but the service was often 
cut off. 
There was no NGO located in the village. It was reported by some villagers that an 
Australian NGO Musan Ida (WithOneSeed), which is based in Baguia, operates in the 
village, while others are based in Baucau and Dili. There were several political parties in the 
village. A good number of villagers were also members of CDP-RDTL (Popular Democratic 
Council of Republic Democratic of Timor-Leste), an organisation the government of Timor-
Leste declared illegal through a Parliamentary resolution in 2014. 
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 Table 4.2: Proportion of households rearing livestock 
 
 
Source: Adapted from NSD, 2010b, 2010c, 2010d. Note: The figures are estimated as the 
National Statistics Directorate reports were shown in bar charts.  
4.3.1.2 Fatubolu 
Fatubolu is one of the 13 suco in the subdistrict of Hatolia, district of Ermera, located at the 
northern uplands with an altitude of more than 500 m above sea level and a 6–7 month rainy 
season.  It has a total population of 3,600 people with about 10.4 km2 of land (NSD, 2010b). 
It is a coffee planting community, with about 85% of all households involved in faming 
activities, growing mainly coffee and to a lesser extent food crops, as most land has been 
used for coffee planting. It is estimated around 87% of the households also maintain 
livestock, but as Table 4.2 shows, villagers mainly rear small livestock such as pigs and 
chickens. Only 30% of households were herding cattle. One of the main reasons for this 
small proportion of big domestic livestock is because when establishing coffee plantations, 
the Portuguese government introduced a policy for restricting or removing domestic animals 
in coffee growing villages including Fatubolu (Fox, 2001). Since then, large livestock have 
been kept in small numbers.  
Fatubolu is a densely-populated rural village with about 346 people per square kilometre. It 
is located in what is known as the "poverty corridor" in Timor-Leste, referring to areas in 
which people, on average, do badly across a range of human development indicators in 
comparison to other villages. This poverty corridor corresponds with coffee growing areas in 
central upland areas (Cummins, 2010).  
People in Fatubolu speak Mambai, the largest ethno-linguistic group, dominating the central 
upland of Timor-Leste, where coffee plantations are mainly concentrated (Fox, 2001; 
Cummins, 2010). Despite its proximity to Dili and the district centre of Gleno, Fatubolu is a 
fairly remote village. It takes more 4 hours from Dili by car to reach the village and during the 
rainy season, the road is often cut. There was no electricity service or any NGO located in 
the village at the time of the fieldwork. There was a local NGO–UNAER (Union of Agriculture 
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in Ermera)–based in Gleno, the capital of Ermera, which operates in the village. There was a 
primary school in village but the closest high school was a catholic school in the subdistrict 
of Ermera, more than 3 hours walk from some parts of the village. This means, with the time 
taken to travel to and from school, students are unable to help their parents in the farms. 
There were several political parties in village.  
4.3.1.3 Comoro 
Comoro is one of the four villages in the subdistrict of Dom Aleixo, district of Dili, capital of 
Timor-Leste. It is located in the north coast lowlands, with an altitude of 0–100 m above sea 
level and a 4–5 month rainy season. It has a total population of 65,404 people with a total 
space of 25.11 km2 (NSD, 2010c), which is about 2,605 people per square kilometre 
population density. It is a non-farming community and villagers rely mainly on the markets for 
food. Despite this, some 16% of the household was reported to be involved in some form of 
farming activity in 2010, with a further 30% rearing livestock (NSD, 2010c).  
The people in Comoro are of mixed ethnic background. However, people primarily speak 
Tetum.  Located in Dili, one would expect that the village has more advanced infrastructure 
than the other two villages. However, there were villagers who reported gaining little benefit 
from services including access to markets, as will be discussed in finding chapters.  
4.3.2 Sampling  
The participants in this study, both at the village and national levels, were selected through 
purposive and snowball sampling strategies. The purposive sampling, also known as 
“theoretical sampling” (Mason, 2002, p. 128) is a non-probability sampling that relies on 
deliberate selection of participants by the researchers due to the qualities they possess 
through selection criteria (Sarantakos, 2005; Jupp, 2006; Walliman, 2006; Tongco, 2007).  
In relation to this form of sampling, Gobo (2004) notes that generalisability in non-probability 
social research is rooted in social representativeness, which goes beyond statistical rules. 
This is because qualitative research aims to extensively study real life or regularities of the 
phenomenon, or relations between variables, not just to assess the number of persons who 
feature one characteristic. In addition, according to Mason (2002, p. 120), when sampling 
and selection are done rigorously for a detailed study, the knowledge constructed from the 
findings can theoretically be generalised to other relevant contexts. Next, I detail how 
respondents were recruited at both the village and national levels. 
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4.3.2.1 Villagers 
At the village level, the participants were selected involving village chiefs, youth leaders and 
school teachers. Early in the fieldwork, I held meetings with the village authorities informing 
them about my research in the village and seeking their support and guidance. They helped 
to identify potential respondents using a set of pre-determined selection criteria such as: 
i. Understanding of food and agricultural development in their own context;  
ii. Ability to provide in depth information relevant to study objectives; and  
iii. Willingness to participate in the research.  
The rationale for this set of selection criteria was to provide equal opportunities to different 
members of communities to voice their views, opinions and experiences on the research 
questions. It was done to avoid talking to predictable people such as leaders, or only men, 
where views might be taken as the views of the common. In addition, the selection criteria 
were also developed in line with ontological assumptions underpinning this study; including 
that various realities exist, and it is important to account for their valid existence.   
The number of respondents grew at each village as I spent more time with villagers and 
undertaking interviews, with the help of community leaders. In addition, as a Timorese, I was 
able to move freely among community members across the villages, building trust and 
respect, while also observing and locating appropriate respondents. My actions of moving 
around the village, contacting community leaders to identify appropriate respondents, 
resonated with the principle of purposive sampling. I also used snowball sampling strategies, 
in which respondents were asked, after their own interview, to recommend a potential 
participant to talk about similar issues (Lewis-Beck, Bryman, & Liao, 2004; Jupp, 2006). This 
was done until no more new information was found, an approach known as theoretical 
saturation (Sarantakos, 2005). 
In total 100 respondents–32 women and 68 men–were recruited in this research across the 
three case study sites, comprising 36 from Comoro, 33 from Fatubolu, and 31 from Afaloicai 
(Table 4.3).  
         Table 4.3: Participants across three study sites 
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Note: n represents sample size in the village and (f) represents numbers of female 
participants 
 
4.3.2.2 National Stakeholders 
At the national level, respondents were selected based on their relevant expertise, or at least 
related to their field of work, to food, agriculture, climate change and trade. In addition, they 
were also selected for being able to provide detailed and relevant information to the research 
problem. The selection of participants at the national level was a long process.  
I identified relevant NGOs, politicians, academics and public servants according to their 
profiles, positions and/or the fields of their work by going through government contacts, 
websites, and NGO lists from FONGTIL (Forum Non-Governmental Organisations Timor-
Leste), the umbrella organisation for NGOs. Before going into the field, I had contacted 
some of the potential participants through email. During the fieldwork, I visited different 
NGOs, government departments, offices and universities for introductory meetings and 
made contact with potential participants. Later, I followed up with emails and phone calls in 
order to secure their participation in the study. Sometimes, I used a third party connection to 
secure appointments, especially with senior politicians and Ministers.  
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     Table 4.4: Participants from national level 
 
 
In total, 30 respondents were interviewed at the national level, comprising politicians (9), 
NGOs (9), Seeds of Life (3), Academics (5) and one from each remaining category of the 
Coffee Company, public service, CNJTL (National Youth Council of Timor-Leste) and CPD-
RDTL (Council of Defence of Republic Democratic of Timor-Leste) (Table 4.4). However, it is 
also important to note that many respondents covered more than one category. For 
instance, a NGO leader was also filling a senior role in a political party, and an academic 
was also a public servant and an advisor to the government. So the information they 
provided sometimes cut across these categories. Since the time of conducting the field 
research, some of the respondents are no longer holding their portfolios in the Government, 
due to a recent reshuffle and the formation of a new government, but continue a lead figure 
in their respective political parties. 
Finally, 30 students from UNTL (National University of Timor-Leste), DIT (Dili Institute of 
Technology) and IOB (Institute of Business) participated in a seminar. The selection of 
students was done by the senate at each university based on criteria I provided to each 
senate, including focusing on the students majoring in agriculture, economics and 
environmental health. However, while the majority of the participants were studying 
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agriculture and economics; none was from environmental health. The rationale for including 
students, via a seminar, was to provide an opportunity to the younger generation to provide 
views on the current and future direction of food and agricultural development in Timor-
Leste. The total number of participants in this study was 160 people (see table 4.5).  
Table 4.5: Sample summary 
 
 
4.4 Data collection methods 
There is no agreed set of methods for case study research, rather, they are chosen 
according to the research problems and research questions (Yin, 2003; Luck et al., 2006; 
Rothbauer, 2008). Other factors that influence the choice of methods include the level of 
engagement, time availability, and financial resources, as well as cultural and situational 
appropriateness (Schensul, 2008). As such, a plan of action is necessary to effectively and 
appropriately design methods for data collection, as we are surrounded by data on a daily 
basis from television, books, posters, newspapers, radio and contact with other people. 
Despite this, collecting the right data for any purpose in a study is not straightforward 
(Walliman, 2006), and choices of methods are shaped by different theoretical assumptions 
about how knowledge is constructed, as discussed above. In qualitative research, despite 
differences in research paradigms, researchers are dealing with real people, as they look for 
meaning from respondents’ stories or perspectives, and take into account the social, cultural 
and physical context in which participants live, work and interact (Schensul, 2008, p. 522). 
The case study methods of data collection used in this study included interviews with 
villagers and also stakeholders at the national levels; document analysis; a seminar with 
university students; and field observations. However, interviews were the main method (with 
a total of 130 participants interviewed as part of this research). According to Mason (2002), 
using a multi-method approach has some challenges, but is also often highly productive. 
Next, I outline the methods used in this research, starting with interviews.  
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4.4.1 Interviews 
Semi-structured interviews were used as the principle tool for data collection, as it allowed 
me to obtain the perspectives, attitudes, experiences and interpretation of key stakeholders 
who were knowledgeable on food and agriculture developmental policies in their own 
context. Semi-structured interviews allowed flexibility in how and what sequence questions 
were to be asked (Lewis-Beck et al., 2004) and gave space for respondents to provide  
answers in their own words to the research questions, without being imposed upon by a pre-
conceived information scale, such as those in structured instruments (Schensul, 2008). Yin 
(2003, p. 92) also pointed out that interviews were an essential method of data collection in a 
case study approach, as social researchers were dealing with human issues. 
The interview questions were developed based on a literature review and research 
questions. At the village level, before discussing policy issues, I started asking some basic 
demographic information such as the number of farms being cultivated and what was being 
produced. Then respondents were asked about historical food and agricultural developments 
and their impact on household food security; household food production, challenges to food 
security and coping mechanisms; household decision-making for farming activities; 
government and NGO programs in the village; household participation in the market; climate 
change and responses; and future food systems.  
To avoid losing focus, I used an interview schedule (see Appendix 1) to direct discussion 
and to ensure the main elements of questioning were covered. This was important because 
it helped me follow my line of inquiry, but also to ask follow up questions or seek clarification 
from participants. In this way I was not only achieving my research objectives but also 
“putting forth friendly and nonthreatening questions” (Yin, 2003, p. 90) and enabling the 
construction of knowledge from the discussion. 
During the interviews at the national level, respondents were asked similar questions, but 
asked for more information relevant to their portfolios. The aim was to get information about 
approaches, initiatives and strategies on food and agriculture development and their 
implementation. Issues on institutional arrangements, processes of decision-making, 
cooperation with other ministerial lines and with international agencies, challenges, market, 
climate change, importation and local food production, governance, planning, subsidies and 
welfare and other payments, and mechanisation were also discussed. In addition, the issues 
of power relations, which translated into the question of “who controls the food system”, as 
well as future food and agricultural policies and food sovereignty, were also discussed. 
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The interviews with opposition parties, academics, NGOs, public servants, CNJTL and CDP-
DRTL targeted feedback on government policies as well as discussion on issues 
surrounding the food and agricultural system in the country. Apart from these issues, they 
were also asked about past food agricultural policies and their impacts on local people, 
access to resources for food production, importation, subsidies, markets, climate change 
and alternative food systems. The perspectives on these issues are important and provided 
nuances of understanding to issues facing the country. It is important to note, although 
individuals were targeted from NGOs, questions were asked in such a way as to elicit 
organisational responses. This is important because organisations have more influence and 
respondents’ perspectives are the products of larger discussions within their institutions 
(Allen, 2004).   
The interviews were conducted face-to-face with each respondent; while two respondents 
provided answers via email, as they were unable to be interviewed during my time 
conducting fieldwork. A further clarification was carried out through follow up questions to the 
answers provided by two respondents. At the national level, interviews were carried out at 
participants’ offices. At the village, I travelled to various locations across the study sites to 
carry out interviews in different venues, including homes, farms, roadsides, schools and 
village offices. This approach was taken to provide convenience to respondents, also known 
as participants determining interview locations (Legard, Keegan, & Ward, 2003).  
Before the start of each interview, respondents at both the national and local levels were 
given a comprehensive briefing about the project. This briefing included details regarding the 
way in which the interview would be conducted, explaining their right to withdraw from the 
interview at any stage, or to refuse to answer any questions, and informed consent was 
obtained (see Appendices 2 and 3 with consent forms for both illiterate and literate 
participants, respectively). With permission from participants, interviews were recorded, 
when participants were not comfortable for recording, interview notes were taken.    
4.4.2 Documentary sources 
Document analysis, as a research method, is particularly applicable to qualitative case 
studies (Yin, 2003, 2011; Bowen, 2009). It is defined as “a systematic procedure for 
reviewing or evaluating documents” either printed or electronic forms (Bowen, 2009, p. 27). 
Documents can take different forms, including minutes of meetings, letters, administrative 
documents, or newspapers articles (Yin, 2003, 2011).  
According to Bowen (2009), document analysis has a number of advantages, such as 
providing a background and context within which research participants operate; as a basis 
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for additional questions; as supplementary data; as a means for tracking changes and 
development; and as a way to validate or verify findings (see also Yin, 2003, 2011). 
However, access to documents can sometimes be difficult, information might be incomplete 
or include insufficient detail, or it may be deliberately blocked by authorities (Yin, 2003, 2011; 
Bowen, 2009). Despite this, some researchers have used document analysis as a stand-
alone method of data collection; though it is more frequently used to complement other 
methods, as is the case in this research (See Bowen, 2009).  
In this study, several documents in the form of reports, press releases, and statements were 
collected from government and NGOs. However, some government departments were 
reluctant to share information for unclear reasons. In addition, documents from local 
newspapers, government websites and others on food and agricultural issues were also 
collected. This activity continued throughout the research period, to ensure a current 
understanding of the issues.  
The outcome of this exercise was used to improve the understanding of food and agricultural 
development in Timor-Leste, as well as to provide additional avenues for enriching 
information gathered from interviews.  
4.4.3 Seminar 
The seminar in this research was a supplementary research method, similar in type to a 
focus group discussion, involving university students. The rationale for the seminar was to 
provide an opportunity to young and future decision-makers in the agri-food system in Timor-
Leste to provide their accounts, perceptions, views or opinions on current agri-food 
development policies, their impacts for food security, as well as the future direction of food 
and agricultural development. This is based on the assumption that after completion of their 
studies, these students, due their field of study, are likely to be involved in food and 
agricultural sectors. 
The seminar was held on 26 February, 2014. It started with a 30-minute presentation by me 
on the project’s background, its objectives, methodology and some initial findings. Then, 
students were assigned into 5 small groups for focus group discussion (see figure 4.2-4) on 
the following themes: 
i. Local food production and importation 
ii. Local experiences of climate change 
iii. Land reform 
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iv. Food sovereignty 
v. Future direction of food and agricultural policies 
The groups were given 2 hours for group discussion and then were asked to present their 
results back to all participants. After each presentation, the audience was asked to provide 
additional input on the topic. The whole exercise was very effective because even though 
the event was held in Dili, students came from different parts of Timor-Leste and had varied 
lived experiences, which informed their views when brainstorming issues related to the 
group’s assigned theme. The common thread of stories was almost the same with regard to 
access to resources, land, seeds and tractors.  
Several other issues were also raised, including the impact of importation on local production 
and local diet; problems with markets, inaccessible subsidised rice bags, problems with 
tractor distribution and the free tilling program, climate change and the focus on domestic 
production. As such, the seminar served as a way to further obtain additional information on 
the identified themes and more insight on food and agricultural development and their impact 
on food security. The outcomes of this exercise are incorporated into the finding chapters.   
 
 
Figure 4.2: participants in focus group discussion during the seminar 
 
4.4.4 Observation 
I incorporated observation into my research as it became apparent that I had to spend quite 
significant amounts of time walking around the villages and observing the situation on the 
ground. Observation entails collecting data through vision or observing human activities and 
their environment (Sarantakos, 2005). In this study, my observation can be categorised as 
both participant and nonparticipant. This can be seen from my actions, such as engagement 
with local people and living in their village throughout the duration of the fieldwork which 
enabled various daily interactions, including through buying food from the markets 
(Schensul, 2008). In addition, most of the interviews at the village level were conducted on 
78 
 
farms, by the roadside, and at schools and respondents’ homes, which gave me an 
opportunity to observe their actions and the environment in which they live, work and 
interact; and to ask questions as well as to become involved in other discussions. In 
addition, I also worked through coffee plantations with farmers who showed me the land 
taken from them during the Portuguese occupation for use as coffee plantations.    
At the national level, I participated directly in the discussion of—and provided feedback to— 
food and nutritional security policies for Timor-Leste, being drafted by an international 
consultant from FAO. I also presented a paper on the historical evolution of food and 
agriculture policies in Timor-Leste at the Conference: ‘‘Future Directions for Food in Timor-
Leste: Improving Nutrition, Cuisine, Food Markets and Rural Livelihoods’’, a Joint 
Conference with National University of Timor-Leste (UNTL) and Victoria University, 
Melbourne, Australia; as well as participating in key stakeholders’ meetings and asked 
questions about new cassava varieties to be released by the Ministry of Agriculture.  
In addition, I also visited traditional markets in Dili, Baucau, Gleno, Ossohuna, Fatukeruboe, 
roadside market stalls and asked questions of the vendors. Apart from directly participating 
in policy analysis and seminars, I also bought food in Timor-Leste from both local producers 
on the road side and traditional markets, as well as imported food in the supermarkets.   
Although the observation was not an essential tool of data collection in this study, being a 
participant observer gave me significant insight about the complex situation being faced by 
rural and urban communities, which helped my understanding about the situation in 
the country and offered a form of validation to the research findings (Schensul, 2008; Seeds, 
2011), or increased the social and content validity of the data collected (Schensul, 2008). 
 
 
    Figure 4.3: Photos taken during field observations in Afaloicai 
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    Figure 4.4: Photos taken during field observations in Comoro 
 
 
 
    Figure 4.5: Photos taken during field observations in Fatubolu 
 
4.5 Qualitative data analysis 
Doing qualitative research is not a linear process, as one might encounter in quantitative or 
laboratory studies, where every step is completed before proceeding to the next. In 
qualitative research the researcher follows a “reciprocal process of data collection and 
analysis” (Walliman, 2006, p. 129). Walliman also indicates that the reciprocal approach is 
very common when people are the research topics, because it is not possible to determine 
precisely what kind of data should be collected as the situation or process is not sufficiently 
understood when designing research. Therefore, a periodic analysis is required to adjust the 
questions and actions according to the findings (Walliman, 2006). This constant interplay 
between data collection and analysis, to some extent was implemented in this study, as after 
conducting several interviews I ran an initial analysis and reported back to supervisors at the 
University of Queensland for feedback, as well as helping identify missing information to be 
incorporated into subsequent interviews.  
4.5.1 Coding and Analysis 
Qualitative researchers deal with text—descriptions, accounts, opinions, feelings—which 
cannot be analysed through statistical software. There is also no standard procedure for 
coding and analysing qualitative data (Walliman, 2006). However, a strong argument 
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(theory) requires high-quality evidence with sound logic analysis, which does not merely rely 
on the data but also on critical thinking (Walliman, 2006). There are essential steps in 
qualitative research such as coding, theming, categorising or memoing to allow the 
researcher to make sense of the awkward mass of information that is collected. In doing so, 
the information was reduced to a manageable pattern for further analysis (Walliman, 2006; 
Fielding, 2008). It was a very long process to arrive at a system for guiding the organisation 
and codifying of the information gathered in this research. 
I started the initial analysis of information while still in the field by listening to the recordings, 
going through interview notes and transcripts. The interviews were undertaken in three 
different languages: Tetum, Naueti and English. I kept information in their original language 
and only translated relevant material into English when needed because translation takes a 
lot of time. I transcribed only some of the recordings, so in the analysis, after theming or 
categorising the transcripts and field notes, I listened carefully to each of the remaining 
recordings and made notes to see if any new information emerged. If the recording just 
reinforced the themes that were already identified, I added the participant’s name to the 
voices of the others, to show that more than one person was talking about this same issue.  
The initial analysis was very descriptive, as I linked the interview narratives to pre-
determined themes, which I had developed from the literature review and research 
questions. These included historical food provisioning, food provisioning in the post-
independence era, the advantages and disadvantages of participation in the market, 
decision-making, agricultural mechanisation, dietary change, food security, challenges to 
local food systems and local experiences of climate change. This process provided the first 
step in conceptualisation of the views of the respondents (Walliman, 2006, p. 133). 
The second phase of analysis, a more systematic one, was carried out after the fieldwork 
was completed. I did not use any computer software for coding or analysing the data. The 
main reason is that not all of my data was recorded and transcribed, as I used a mixture of 
field notes and recordings in three different languages—Naueti, Tetum and English—and as 
such it would be difficult to use software to code and analyse. The main advantage of this 
coding process was in not having to translate all the notes and recordings into English to 
enable use of computer-based coding and analysis. While reading the notes I wrote key 
words or memos on the side of field notes or transcripts for further analysis.  
The initial categories and themes were retained and further developed to take into account 
the existing concepts and theories from the literature. As I continued reviewing and revisiting 
my recordings and notes, more themes or subthemes were created and merged, or deleted 
if they became irrelevant or vague. The process of listening, reading field notes and 
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transcriptions for theming and categorising of data continued, albeit to a lesser extent, during 
the writing up of my analysis chapters. This resonated with a process of moving from “an 
initial open coding” to a more “focused coding” as it progressed (Benaquisto, 2008, p. 86). I 
reached a saturation point in the coding process, before I had a full analysis of the 100 
villagers and 30 national stakeholders, when I found no further new themes or information 
were emerging. At that point, my findings enabled to me to tell a story about food and 
agricultural development policies, and their impacts for food security and the story had 
become stable (Lewis-Beck et al., 2004). 
I developed three broader themes and converted them into three finding chapters; the 
seduction of white rice, discussed in Chapter Five; false agriculture modernisation, in 
Chapter Six; and local experience of climate change, in Chapter Seven.  
4.6 Ethics and research quality 
4.6.1 Ethics 
The primary data collection occurred from 18 May, 2013 to 26 February 2014. Before going 
into the field, I obtained ethical clearance for my fieldwork from the School of Social Science, 
The University of Queensland (UQ), Australia (Appendix 4). I also obtained a fieldwork 
permit from the Government of Timor-Leste (Appendix 5) to conduct the research at selected 
case study sites.   
I interviewed many people including the elderly, illiterate, students, politicians, NGO workers, 
public servants and academics.  In rural areas, some of the respondents had never been 
interviewed before for any purpose. I was particularly interested in talking to landless people, 
the poor and vulnerable to understand their experience of food security and how they 
provided themselves with sufficient food.  
When I arrived in the village early on in my fieldwork, I informed local authorities about my 
research and that I had selected their village with an interest in understanding their situation 
better, and also that I had obtained approval from the National Government to carry out 
research in their village. Before each interview, I spent time explaining my project, explaining 
that I was a PhD student only and wanted to talk to them about their views on issues related 
to food and agriculture in their household or village.  
Throughout my fieldwork, as a Timorese, I was seen as one of them. Many participants, 
especially in rural areas, initially perceived me as someone who could provide answers to 
their problems or concerns, or someone who could bring their concerns to the Government 
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or decision-makers at the national level. In addition, being an educated Timorese person, I 
was often confronted with various expectations. All this suggested to me that some 
respondents might be selective in telling or not telling some of their stories to me. Therefore, 
I had to spend time explaining my role only as a student and that their views would be made 
available to the decision-makers in the form of recommendations for future policy 
considerations, and that there would be no immediate material benefits from my study. In 
addition, this experience was also part of the reason for including observation as a method 
of data collection in the study.  
At the national level, I was always cautious about my association with the NGO sector, 
especially those working on food and agricultural projects, in order to reinforce my academic 
independence. For instance, when I presented a paper on the historical food and agricultural 
development policies at a conference co-organised by the Victoria University and the UNTL 
in July 2013, I was misperceived by some of the NGO representatives as one of the Seeds 
of Life’s collaborators, because I had happened to have a discussion with a former team 
leader of the SoL during the lunch break. When I met that same NGO representative for an 
interview, he said “we have the same objective; the main thing is you need to declare 
yourself, whether you are with us or with them”13. I made it clear to him that I was an 
academic researcher who was willing to listen to important stakeholders in the food and 
agricultural sectors including farmers, politicians, NGOs and academics. So sometimes it 
required a delicate balancing act to maintain relationships with the respondents, while 
allowing them to speak free and honestly about issues of their concerns.   
In terms of recording and storing the collected data, I used various means for different types 
of data. For instance, interview data were often digitally recorded. When respondents were 
reluctant for interviews to be recorded, I used a note pad to take notes. All the notes have 
been kept in a locked filing cabinet and recordings have been saved in computers with 
protected passwords. In the write up, to protect the privacy of the informants and to maintain 
confidentially, I have used pseudonyms for villagers and designated positions for politicians 
and Ministers. Some participants are referred to by the name of their institution. If there was 
more than one respondent from the same institution, they were first referred to by the name 
of the institution, followed by a number. All people appearing in the photographs gave their 
full consent for the images to be used in this thesis. 
                                               
13
 The NGO representative was referring to whether I belong to the group of people advocating for alternative agri-food system 
or part of the group which continue pushing for agricultural modernisation. 
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4.6.2 Research quality 
Trustworthiness is an important factor in qualitative research, providing a way for qualitative 
researchers to prove that their research is transferable, credible, dependable and 
confirmable (Given & Saumure, 2008). However, it is important to note that the role of the 
researcher is highly important in qualitative research in terms of determining research 
outcomes. As such, the researcher needs to be reflexive about their position and actively 
reflect on how their role influences research and therefore the production of knowledge (see 
Mruck & Breuer, 2003). In this research, I worked to meet this standard in several ways.  
First, throughout the research I maintained an open-mind in order to learn from the 
participants’ views, opinions and experiences. Respondents were given an opportunity to 
talk freely. According to Schensul (2008, p. 521) the standard researcher’s commitment 
should be to learn about and understand the perspective of others, rather than imposing 
views, and that such an approach is an indication of the standard of rigour in his/her 
research.  
There is also the important issue of managing conflict of interest, “a situation in which one’s 
duties and one’s self-interest conflict in a way that has a significant chance of corrupting 
one’s perceptions, motivations, actions, passions, values, and/or judgments” Curzer and 
Santillanes (2012, p. 144). In this study, I took necessary steps during my fieldwork to 
identify and minimise risks, in terms of selecting participants for my study, particularly in one 
of the research sites—Afalocai village—where my relatives live (Curzer & Santillanes, 2012). 
For instance, I involved a village chief, youth leader and hamlet chiefs in the recruitment of 
the participants, which helped mitigate any potential bias. After identifying the respondents, I 
worked with a youth leader to contact the potential respondents. Once he or she had agreed 
to be interviewed, I met the respondent, in the presence of the youth leader, for more 
discussion and an interview. Some of the participants were unknown to me before the 
interview took place, as in the past 18 years I have rarely visited the village. Therefore, 
working with the village leaders can be seen as a good protocol to minimise sampling bias. 
In addition, the conflict of interest was also mitigated by informing the potential respondents 
and village leaders about the research objectives, and allowing the potential respondents to 
decide the time and place for the interview. Having said that, I would also like to 
acknowledge that being connected to communities as well as being an East Timorese 
myself has assisted me to build rapport and trust quickly, particularly in creating the context 
for the site of data collection.  
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It is also important to note that part of the fieldwork budget was funded by the Government of 
Timor-Leste. However, there was no specific requirement attached to secure the funds. In 
fact, the money was from the Human Development Capital Funds (Fundu Dezenvolvimento 
Rekursu Umano), set up by the Government and open to all Timorese students. Therefore, 
my academic independence has not been compromised due to this support. In fact, the 
Government of Timor-Leste and all participants in this study were very helpful. For instance, 
Ministers, Secretaries of State and political leaders interviewed in this study were very 
generous with their time and even made themselves available during the weekend to be 
interviewed at their office, spending more than the requested time to have a thorough 
discussion about food and agricultural development. The Ministry of Agriculture, whose 
policies were put under scrutiny in this study, expressed profound support and would like to 
see an independent view of the situation, and welcome the research findings. This 
demonstrated the willingness to receive feedback; and it might also be because I am 
considered an Insider, trying to understand the country’s situation, who is able to contribute 
to addressing the problems.  
Thirdly, several procedures were used to ensure the quality of data collection and analysis. 
This included the use of four different data collection tools—the interview, document 
analysis, seminar and observation of different perspectives and accounts on food and 
agricultural issues in both rural and national levels. I also used a member checking 
approach, also known as respondent validation to ensure that I had understood the views 
and opinions of the participants during the interview (Turner & Coen, 2008). During the write 
up phase, some respondents were contacted for further clarifications. However, this was 
limited as most rural respondents lived in remote areas and were unreachable.  
Finally, throughout this research process, I shared information and engaged with various 
scholars/academics and NGO workers who had been researching on Timor-Leste, including 
in food and agricultural development issues, relevant to my analysis and findings. Feedback 
and insights from the process have enriched the analysis and improved the trustworthiness 
of this research. 
4.7 Conclusion  
The aim of this research was to understand the relationship between food and agriculture 
development policies and food security in Timor-Leste by interpreting different perspectives, 
accounts, experiences and beliefs from a range of different respondents. This chapter has 
established the rationale for choosing research methods that can account for these different 
realities. The study used qualitative research methods based on constructivist ontology and 
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interpretivist epistemology, which accept that various realities exist and that the knowledge 
or theory derived from the findings of this study are only interpreted by way of the 
construction of the researcher and the accounts or information of the participants.  
Therefore, the findings of this research should be interpreted as subjective truth.  
Consistent with a constructivist and interpretivist paradigm, various methods were adopted 
for data collection: interviews, document analysis, a seminar and observation, to generate 
information that is used to answer research questions. Using different methods allowed for a 
meaningful comparison of the results and also provided the opportunity to collect diverse 
information about food and agricultural development policies and their impacts on food 
security. While there were some minor limitations in using multiple-methods, this approach 
allowed me to generate more knowledge, validate information and build a credible and broad 
understanding about food and agricultural development in Timor-Leste. 
The analysis of a socially constructed reality also allowed me to develop a sociological 
theory of food insecurity in Timor-Leste based on the subjective experiences of selected 
villages – Afalocai, Fatubolu and Comoro – as well as accounts of stakeholders at the 
national level. In accordance with the assumptions of moderatum generalisation (Payne & 
Williams, 2005), this theoretical insight should be theoretically generalisable to other 
equivalent contexts. 
The following chapters, Five to Seven, will detail empirical findings and analysis. It will start 
with the presentation of various accounts on the substitution of local food with white rice, 
including its enablers and consequences, in Chapter Five.  
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CHAPTER FIVE – THE SEDUCTION OF 
WHITE RICE 
5.1 Introduction 
Timorese peoples’ diet has increasingly shifted from maize and tuber-vased foodstuffs to 
white rice, a shift connected to various policies implemented under foreign occupations and 
the premise of development pursued in the post-independence period. It has now reached 
the point where there are foreign restaurants with hamburgers and fast food shops selling 
pizzas and chips in Dili. 
However, this chapter is about rice, a precious commodity in Timor-Leste. It examines the 
rise of rice to dominance, and what this signifies in terms of the broader sociopolitical 
changes in Timor-Leste’s food and agricultural systems. Rice is a far more expensive crop to 
cultivate in Timor-Leste than any other crops, such as maize, taro, sweet potato, cassava, or 
canna. High irrigation costs, lack of extension services, production inputs and the limited 
arable land available for rice fields all account for why rice is expensive to produce in Timor-
Leste. The costs for investment in new irrigation areas are up to US$9000/ha (Young, 2013). 
According to Ohnuki-Tierney (1993, p. 13) “rice cultivation is far more labour intensive than 
…… maize”. However, despite these costs and obstacles, it is rice that has become central 
to government food security policy since 2002. 
The purpose of this chapter is to describe the story of white rice, including how it has come 
to be trusted and much-favoured by the population, and as a desirable luxury item in the 
country. The growing demand for white rice in the Timorese diet is linked to a number of 
factors, including a perception of white rice as upper class and a signifier of modernity, the 
Government’s agenda to modernise agricultural development by reducing trade barriers, and 
market interventions.  
This chapter is divided into three parts. It begins with a discussion of the story of rice. The 
second part focuses on policy drivers, or enablers, of a white rice-based diet. In part three, I 
discuss the outcome of this change by focusing on nutrition transition and dependency. The 
chapter concludes that modernisation and market-based food policies have a range of 
consequences, including the tying of local food systems to a market-based diet. The growing 
demand for white rice is also demonstrative of the so-called “nutrition transition” occurring in 
many parts of the global south and defined by the uptake of new food types in the quest to 
modernise diets. The short-term ramifications of increases in the rice importation quota 
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include the discouragement of farmers working on their own farms to produce more than 
their household needs, and opting instead for short-term casual work to feed their families. 
The long-term impacts include heavy reliance on the state as a food provider, with poorer 
food security and increased malnutrition, and a food system that becomes unsustainable.  
5.2 The story of white rice  
Rice is a staple food for billions of people in developing and developed countries (Ohnuki-
Tierney, 1993; Gura, 1999; Redoña, 2004). It provides about 20% of global calorie intake or 
about 57kg per capita annually. The share of calories from rice in diets varies considerably 
from one country to another, with significant consumption in Asia (20–70%) but much less in 
Brazil and the US, where it contributes about 12% and 3% respectively (Molden, 2007, pp. 
517–518). In Japan, rice holds significant cultural value, not only as a source of 
carbohydrate, but also a metaphor of Japanese selfhood, or collective identity (Ohnuki-
Tierney, 1993). Local short grain rice is seen in Japan as a key resistance to foreign diets, 
as well as being considered as having higher quality than foreign rice.  
5.2.1 Rice as foreign food 
In Timor-Leste, despite a long tradition of rice cultivation in some parts of the country (see 
Metzner, 1977; Fox, 1991, 2003b; Shepherd & McWilliams, 2013) and many reports and 
government documents (Borges et al., 2009; RDTL, 2011) that refer to rice as a staple food, 
rice has not always been a staple for all Timorese. A wide range of stories relayed during 
interviews in this study indicated that many people only started consuming rice during the 
Indonesian occupation, while others underscored that even today, at a heavily subsidised 
price, they cannot afford to have it as their main food type. In addition, and strikingly, all rural 
respondents considered rice as foreign food that had only recently become part of their diet.  
A village elder and coffee farmer from Fatulobu village, who was employed as an agriculture 
village extension coordinator in the early years of the Indonesian occupation, when 
questioned about household food consumption, described:  
During the Portuguese occupation, my household mainly consumed tubers and 
maize, which we cultivated. This area is very cold so it was not suitable for rice 
cultivation, maize sometimes does not have a good yield. Sometimes local rice was 
available in the market but only those who had money were able to buy. It was 
difficult to get money so we could not afford rice. The situation was changed during 
the Indonesian occupation; we sold coffee and started buying rice. Now [in the post-
independence period], rice is our main food type, tubers are only used for snacks and 
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sometimes for breakfast. When there is no rice we eat maize and tubers while waiting 
for the coffee harvest to buy rice again (Manuel, August, 2013). 
Another respondent from Afaloicai village is an influential and well-respected lia nain 
(traditional judge), whose role is to act as a judge whenever conflict occurs within his hamlet. 
A veteran of the Timorese resistance, Pedro works as a full-time farmer. He described white 
rice as laos uma nain (not house owner, literally) “foreign food or not staple”, or as he put it 
in his own words:  
During the Portuguese occupation, we hardly consumed any rice and started 
consuming some rice during the Indonesian occupation, but we mainly consumed 
maize, cassava, canna, arrow roots, sweet potato, and taro. These are uma nain 
(house owner, literally) ‘staple’ crops; we have them for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 
Since independence, as a veteran, I get payment from the state so I can use it to buy 
rice. However, we also continue eating the uma nain crops because without the 
subsidy from the state we cannot afford rice, even when it is very cheap. That’s why I 
said rice is laos uma nain. The uma nain crops keep hunger at bay so if we do not 
grow them, we can suffer when rice is inaccessible (Pedro, September, 2013).  
The story of rice as being a “new or foreign food” was regularly captured in many 
respondents’ narratives. For example, a former Member of Parliament (MP), who comes 
from a well-respected family in this village gave his views on rice consumption in the country, 
drawing on examples from his own village:    
In my village, people do not grow rice because our soil is not suitable for rice 
cultivation but nobody dies as a result of food shortages. We have tubers, beans, and 
maize. In the past people had no problem with food; community members always 
supported each other by sharing land for farming activities to avoid food problems. 
The white rice was introduced to my village by Indonesia and now people are 
accustomed to its taste and prefer rice over tubers and maize, even though we do 
not have rice fields. The Government responded through rice importation from 
Vietnam, which tied our people to Vietnamese farmers. In good times we can have 
food, in bad times we die (KOTA, February, 2014). 
These narratives reveal several important messages. Firstly, white rice was not historically a 
main part of many households’ diet. For many Timorese, it is considered a foreign food, or 
not staple, and brought to the country by occupying powers—the Indonesians. Secondly, 
despite rice being seen as foreign food, these stories and many other narratives pointed to 
the increasing transformation of local diets from predominantly maize and tuber-based, 
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during the Portuguese occupation, to a white rice-based diet in the post-independence 
period. However, the consumption of rice is only assured when people’s entitlement is 
established (see Sen, 1982) as KOTA’s narrative underlined “in good times we have food 
[while] in bad times we die”. Thirdly, these accounts also explicitly indicated a market-based 
approach could not ensure food security, unlike in subsistence economies where people 
could access alternative foodstuffs when rice was inaccessible.  
5.2.2 Rice as cash and an export commodity 
The overexploitation of sandalwood resulted in the dwindling of its supplies by the 19th 
century, prompting the Portuguese Government to initiate coffee plantations in order to 
substitute the sandalwood (Fox, 2003a). Later in 20th century, according to a former Deputy 
Prime Minister of Timor-Leste (discussed below), the colonial Government initiated large 
scale rice production for exportation to Macau. At the village level, my research found many 
examples of rice farmers who did not consume the rice they had cultivated; rather it was 
seen as a cash crop to generate money for tax (see Chapter Two).  
Many older respondents who paid tax during the Portuguese occupation recounted the 
negative impacts of the colonial system. They described people being badly beaten and/or 
imprisoned if they failed to meet their tax obligations. A life-long subsistence farmer, living in 
a thatched hut, on a farm, with his wife, described the pain his family endured during the 
Portuguese occupation. When asked about the importance of rice cultivation for household 
food security during the Portuguese era, he stated: 
During the Portuguese occupation my elder brother and I also grew rice but it was 
not for household consumption, we sold them to the Chinese to generate cash for 
tax. They paid us very little but we had no other option and did not know whether it 
was a right price, we needed money to pay tax to avoid punishment. Portuguese 
occupation was very harsh, la diak (not good).  People were working hard just to pay 
tax. Families would sell up tais (traditional clothes), pigs and chickens only to pay tax. 
One of my late uncles was badly beaten for failing to pay tax. This was not only 
preventing him from looking for money to pay tax, but also farming for household 
consumption (Antonio, July, 2013). 
Other respondents offered a different perspective about rice consumption in the country; and 
explained that rice was only consumed by people living in urban areas, as rural Timorese 
were not accustomed to eating rice. A former Deputy Prime Minister, who has been a 
prominent political figure throughout different foreign occupations and administrations also 
talked about rice consumption during the Portuguese occupation:   
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Rural people were not accustomed to eating rice, only those living in Dili. Most 
people living in upland, hilly, and mountainous areas produced maize, banana and 
tubers for household consumption. The Portuguese Government later, around 1952, 
decided to move people down to plain or flat areas in the south coast and allocated 2 
ha of land to each household for maize cultivation. The Portuguese Government 
distributed maize seedlings, deployed extension officers and implemented free tilling 
for two years. After that, local people were asked to pay for land tilling with 10% from 
the production or with money. Everyone chose to pay with 10% because it was hard 
to get money. Maize was the main food crop and when farmers decided to sell maize 
the Government also purchased it. Therefore, only those who lived in Dili consumed 
rice. The Government then initiated rice cultivation in Maliana, Loes, Seisal, Laleia 
(some of the areas suitable for rice cultivation in the country) for exportation to 
Macau to increase state receipts, as coffee was the only main export commodity we 
had (former Deputy PM, February, 2014). 
These quotes suggest that rice was not a main part of Timorese diets during the Portuguese 
occupation, as Antonio indicated that rice, for this family, was a cash crop to generate 
income for tax in order to avoid punishment. The former Deputy Prime Minister’s story 
indicated that rice was used to provide income to the state rather than for local consumption. 
In addition, rice consumption mainly occurred in Dili. It is important to note here that during 
the Portuguese occupation most of the Chinese traders and Portuguese people, seen as 
upper class, lived in Dili, so rice consumption was associated with urban, affluent, and 
upper-class people. 
5.2.3 Rice as an upper-class food   
Most of the respondents included in my research described how the local diet altered over 
time, due to the infiltration of external influences on the life and culture of local people. Many 
respondents reported having first consumed rice during the Indonesian occupation as white 
rice was used as a sole indicator of prosperity and food security with famous Indonesian 
slogans such as Kalau belum makan nasi belum makan (If you have not eaten rice, you 
have not eaten) or Mereka yang tidak makan nasi adalah orang miskin (Those who do not 
eat rice are poor people). These slogans featured significantly in the Indonesian approach to 
agricultural development in Timor-Leste, driving an intensification of rice production 
programs, a range of technological investment, and research (see Chapter Two). A local 
researcher of agriculture and food sovereignty, who works at Lao Hamutuk (Walking 
Together), the Timor-Leste Institute for Development Monitoring and Analysis was asked 
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about the dominance of rice consumption in Timor-Leste and its challenges for food security. 
He replied:   
People perceive white rice as upper-class food so they consume rice to show they 
are no longer part of the lower class. This perception has a significant impact on 
maize production and consumption. Now, in rural areas, some people consume 
maize because they still grow it but in cities people are only eating rice. People see 
everything being purchased from markets or involving money as associated with the 
upper class. This also goes with the white rice. So people sell local foodstuffs 
including sweet potato, taro, and pumpkins to buy rice (Lao Hamutuk 1, October, 
2013). 
Other respondents observed that the perception of white rice as an upper class food was 
having a profound negative impact on young people’s behaviour towards food. As the 
Minister of Commerce, Industry and Environment (MCIE) explained:  
Young people after graduating from schools prefer to work and live in cities, and 
personify themselves into upper class, which determines their mode or habit of food 
consumption. They do not eat tubers anymore like in rural areas but only white rice 
(MCIE, November 2013).  
A similar story was narrated by the director of Peace Centre at UNTL, who has a PhD from 
an Australian university and helped to establish the Kdadalak Sulimutuk Institute (Stream 
Flow Institute), a local NGO that advocates for land reform, food sovereignty, and social 
justice. He linked white rice consumption with an attempt to create a new, somewhat false, 
social identity:      
Certainly that rice has become an identity in the society. Those who eat rice see 
themselves as baino (king or its descendants), while those who do not eat rice are 
considered subordinates, inferiors or subhuman. People see rice not as food with 
nutrition but as social identity, a falsified one (UNTL 2, January, 2014). 
These accounts illustrate that commonly rice is perceived not only as a source of energy but 
also as a symbol for social meanings including power, wealth, identity, and civilisation. 
These findings resonate with Ohnuki-Tierney’s (1993) observation in Japan, where 
Japanese people have repeatedly used rice as metaphor for themselves as different to 
others. Rice being seen as food for educated people also resonates with earlier literature on 
Timor-Leste (e.g. Fox, 2003b; Nixon, 2011), where it is claimed that during the Indonesian 
occupation, rice was seen as a civilising diet and there were many attempts by the 
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Government to provide rice to all people. These attempts included significant investment in 
irrigation schemes, the introduction of new skills through transmigrants from Bali and 
opening up new lands, although these had limited success (Fox, 2003b). In addition, these 
developments caused significant environmental problems; including deforestation for 
cropping in many places, which accounted for about 30% of forest loss over the period 
1972–1999 (Gusmão, 2003). 
The study also found the attitude of local people towards food consumption and their 
relationship with one another have changed due to the common understanding of white rice 
as upper-class food in Timor-Leste. For example, many respondents saw white rice as the 
most appropriate food for visitors, and said even if they did not have rice, they would borrow 
money from others in order to buy rice when visitors were coming. As a high school student 
in Fatubolu, who comes from a family of 10 people, explained:  
My mother always cooks rice and tries to include chicken or eggs, which we hardly 
consume on a daily basis, for visitors. This is because we believed that cassava, 
taro, sweet potato are not good for visitors (especially educated and foreign people) 
(Bernardo, February, 2014). 
Respondents told similar stories across all the three villages, including a single mother in 
Afaloicai village, who lives with her only son and works as a farmer, who stated:  
In the past, rice was mainly consumed by pegawai negeri (public servants during 
Indonesian occupation) but now rice is easily available so we sell cassava, sweet 
potato, beans to buy rice. We do not buy a whole bag because it is US$18/25kg bag 
but every now and then we buy one or two cups of US$0.50 each in local kiosks 
(Ana, September, 2013). 
These stories of rice consumption were matched by representatives at the national level. For 
instance, the coordinator of MOKATIL (Timor-Leste Peasant Movement), who is also the 
executive director of FONGTIL (Forum NGO, an umbrella organisation for all NGOs in 
Timor-Leste), recounts his own experience when visiting a farmer in Salele, in Suai district, 
and staying overnight in the farmer’s thatch hut:  
The farmer felt embarrassed and kept saying to me, these are the only foods we 
have. We do not have rice for you, the food is not good, guess what he served us for 
dinner, fish which he had just caught from the nearby sea, chicken which I gave him 
money to buy, cassava, taro, and vegetables from his own farms. I told him the meal 
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was complete and we should not feel bad when there is no rice because it is just a 
source of carbohydrate like cassava and taro (MOKATIL, January, 2014). 
However, in Comoro village, which is located in the capital, all of the respondents indicated 
they mainly consumed white rice, despite not seeing themselves as upper class. A female 
respondent, who is a local food vendor on a road side and has a family of eight to support 
while her husband is a carpenter, stated in response to white rice consumption: 
There is no other option for us here in Dili. We do not have farms we only buy white 
rice from kiosks here in our neighbourhood. Our household economy is weak 
because there is no job opportunity for young people so they are unemployed. In a 
month we buy three to four bags of 25 kg (Jejuina, June, 2013).    
These quotes illustrate the different perspectives on white rice being seen as upper-class 
food. For instance, Bernardo’s account on giving white rice to visitors represents a point of 
departure from the normal practices of what people feed themselves. As discussed 
previously, food in society is not simply a source of energy, but signifies so much more, 
including strengthening social relationships. For Bernardo’s family to serve white rice to an 
educated or foreign visitor might also signal the family’s willingness to keep its relationship 
with the “middle- or upper-class visitor”. However, it could also mean that white rice is 
perceived as the most appropriate for visitors, given the cultural norm of the country is to 
offer the best food in the country to someone, even if the family members may not have 
them on a daily basis. Again MOKATIL’s story about the shame of the farmer who could not 
provide a white rice dinner also reinforces the interpretation that people have been seduced 
by the common perception that rice is an upper-class food. The overemphasis on white rice 
as the best food could erode local culture, which has been traditionally constructed based on 
different livelihoods throughout the country (Fox, 2003a). However, Jejuina’s account 
provides a different perspective on white rice being commonly associated with affluence or 
those who have money. As Ana from Afaloicai village indicated, rice was commonly 
consumed by public servants during Indonesian occupation, whereas today people 
struggling with their economic situations also eat rice because it is ready available, 
especially in the city. 
5.2.4 White rice consumption signifies modernity 
Many stories across the three villages in this study link white rice consumption to ‘modernity’. 
Despite that, many respondents also acknowledge that rice is expensive, yet young people 
want to eat rice exclusively, refusing cassava, canna, and taro because, for them, these 
tubers are not “good” enough for a modern society. This was evidenced in the practices of a 
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respondent from Fatubolu village who became a primary school teacher in 2005 and also 
possesses great influence in his community. When questioned about rice consumption, he 
stated: 
White rice is a new foodstuff for my family; we are happy with rice and would like to 
continue eating rice. But we have limited money so we can only have it once or twice 
a day. When it is cheaper, we would like to have it three times a day because we are 
now living in a modern time and as an independent country, not like when we were 
ruled by Portugal and Indonesia (Anato, May, 2013). 
Many other respondents described young people as refusing to eat cassava, canna, and 
taro because, for them, these traditional foods (tubers) are not “good” for a modern society. 
As a small coffee farmer in Fatubolu village, who also grew many other crops including 
papaya, chayote, cassava, canna, sweet potato, taro, corn and beans narrated:   
Kids who are studying at high school or university do not like farming activities. They 
want to buy everything from kiosks and markets even though they have no money. 
They do not want to eat root crops. They only eat white rice so we have to borrow 
money from others and continue to be poor. These kids will suffer when we are no 
longer alive (Carlos, May, 2013). 
In Comoro village, many respondents commented that Timorese people tend to think buying 
well-packed food or white rice is better than local food. A university student in Dili, when 
asked about rice consumption in the country, stated:  
People perceive foods from supermarkets are better because they are well packed 
and sold in air-conditioned buildings. We devalued our local foods which sell in the 
traditional markets or market stalls. Sometimes we think of local foods as bad food, 
not nutritious but we also do not know how nutritious the imported foods are. They 
might contain chemicals that can harm our health but do not care. We tend to 
ignore all these just for sake of being seen as a civilised person by others (Ervina, 
October, 2013). 
Representatives from nongovernment organisations (NGOs) also agree that dependence on 
the imported foods is not only a result of a transition to a ‘modern way of life’, but also driven 
by government policies, which have been skewed towards rice importation and production14. 
A permaculturalist and the board president of PEMATIL, an NGO that has long been working 
on issues of sustainable food systems and food sovereignty, noted:    
                                               
14
 See Chapter Six for discussion on rice production. 
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Ten years ago in remote or isolated areas, communities relied entirely on their own 
crop production. As soon as roads to these areas were constructed, cars went in, 
people started listening to radio and watching TV and their perception about food 
also changed. For instance, in Beheda, Manatuto District, the Ilomano people were 
inaccessible to other communities and they also had no contact with outsiders. They 
had their own rules on food production and consumption, that they ate what they 
produced and produced what they ate. Another example is Makadadi, in Atauro 
subdistrict, Dili. Prior to independence, the Makadadi people were totally independent 
for food; they consumed only sweet potato and maize. They ate rice just like 
vegetables, at times only once or twice a month. However, now the diets in these two 
places have already changed to white rice due to road connections, subsidies to third 
aged people (those aged 60 and above) and veterans, and market intervention. 
When there is no rice they also complain about it, which was not the case in the past 
(PERMATIL, January, 2014). 
These stories make explicit linkages between white rice and modernity, including that rice 
consumption means leaving behind traditional or indigenous ways of life, and moving into a 
modern one. For example, Anato’s story above refers to white rice as a new food stuff for his 
family in modern or postcolonial times. Carlos points to children refusing to do farming 
activities or eat local foods as a process of deculturation,15 because modernity or 
development is poorly understood by some in the country, including children, and seen 
simply as replacing local foods with white rice or a subsistence economy with conventional 
markets. The narratives from Ervina link white rice consumption to convenience for people 
choosing white rice over local foods. These two indicators have been identified by many 
respondents in this study as some of the benefits of white rice over local foods. In addition, 
the story from the PERMATIL representative demonstrates the impact of development on 
the provision of food in subsistence communities. While earlier food systems were relatively 
independent, families now struggle to provide sufficient food for their families due to external 
influences on local diets. In other words, the PERMATIL story shows the impact of shifting 
from a subsistence economy into a modern society connected with the wider world and the 
global economic system, including the risks for poor and vulnerable people in ensuring food 
security when there is no money available as a means of exchange. These findings 
demonstrate that agri-food policies favouring the dominant economic power in the market 
could threaten the food security of poor and vulnerable people. 
                                               
15
 Deculturation is a term used by Damman et al., (2008, p. 143) when they referred to a process of young indigenous people of 
the Kolla community in Argentina refusing to eat traditional Kolla foods as a way of avoiding the stigma of low status or as a 
consequence of the struggle of children to uphold their dignity by denying their culture, despite local diets being considered as 
tastier and healthier than marketed foods. 
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In summary, this section has discussed the different meanings of white rice in Timor-Leste, 
and how it has come to dominate the local diet. It shows that people in rural areas perceive 
white rice as upper-class food, despite not all of the people eating rice being upper class. In 
the next section, I discuss the government policies and programs that have enabled the 
dietary transformation from local tubers and corn to white rice, in Timor-Leste.    
5.3 Policy enablers 
Despite limited economic transformation experienced under both colonial Portuguese 
engagement and brutal Indonesian military rule in Timor-Leste, the perception of food 
nurtured during the Indonesian occupation has significantly contributed to shaping the 
nation’s diet in the post-independence period. In an attempt to bring development to the 
country, the post-independence agri-food policies are increasingly market-based, linking 
local consumption to market provisions. The manifestation of such policies is shown by the 
commitment of successive governments, which pursue agricultural modernisation as well as 
increasing food importation. More recently, several official documents have clearly cited 
market mechanisms as a means of achieving food security (RDTL, 2011, 2013). These 
measures have all driven the integration of local food systems into the global market. This 
section focuses on the policy drivers for dependence on white rice, including food aid and 
market intervention, subsidies, and modernisation and market-based approaches to 
food security. 
5.3.1 Food aid and market intervention  
Food aid can be delivered in three ways—relief or emergency, non-emergency, and 
program—and discussion about the impact of food aid including dependency, trade 
promotion, and a cost-effective method of handling surplus is well documented (see 
Schubert, 1981; Barrett, 2006; McMichael, 2008; Springfield, 2012). For the purposes of this 
study, I am focusing only on the extent to which the national government policies of food aid 
and market intervention also create an enabling environment for the increasing centralisation 
of rice and by default, dependence on imported food, in the Timorese diet. The study found 
several respondents who argued against the Government initiative of using white rice as 
central to its aid or assistance programs because it would create dependency on white rice. 
As the PREMATIL’s participant outlined:  
In the post-independence period, governments continue using white rice in aid 
programs when responding to emergency situations. This influences people’s 
mentality about food. They see white rice as an indicator for hunger or food security. 
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So the Government imports rice from many countries to feed its people. This does 
not help farmers but further destroys local diet; consequently, people have to sell 
tubers, maize, and paddy to buy white rice (PERMATIL, January, 2014).  
Political respondents also agreed that aid programs were not sustainable because they fuel 
dependency and are also unaffordable in the long run. As the MCIE explained: 
MCIE:  Humanitarian aid changes people’s mentality from being independent 
and producing their own food to relying excessively on external 
assistance. People think that when they have problems, other people 
will come to rescue them. So aid does not solve the problem but 
fosters a mentality of reliance on white rice. 
Interview: If so, why does the Government continue using an aid/rice 
subsidy mechanism? 
MCIE: Well, government programs are about making sure all people can get 
food, this can be a direct food distribution by the Ministry of Social 
Solidarity (MSS) or through market intervention through this ministry, 
especially when rice prices are unaffordable for the poor people. But 
we also have programs in place to untie our dependency on white rice 
through povo kuda governo sosa16 (people grow government buys), 
establishment of lojas do povo (community shops) and cooperatives 
(MCIE, November, 2013). 
These stories illustrate some negative impacts of local dietary transformation. The 
PERMATIL’s representative story underscores the negative impact of using white rice as an 
aid mechanism in addressing the problem of food shortages. It shows that the Government 
approach of using white rice for humanitarian assistance reduces local resiliency to food 
insecurity, as aid is only a short-term solution. In the long run, it could have significant 
negative consequences for meeting household food demand, as people develop a taste for 
foreign food. MCIE’s account reflects a complex function of the Government, as it needs to 
make sure that its citizens do not starve, but is also understandingly cautious that the 
approach might be counterproductive. This finding resonates with observations in existing 
literature (see Damman et al., 2008, p. 142), which show that food aid may be good to 
                                               
16
 See Chapter Six for detailed discussion of this program 
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counteract starvation, but may also fuel nutrition transition17, especially when foodstuffs used 
in the assistance is foreign, which can lead to diet change.  
Other respondents questioned the Government’s “povo kuda governo sosa” (people grow 
government buys) program, because the Government increases rice importation at the same 
time as local produce rots unused in the village or government warehouses. This 
encourages people buying the imported rice. In addition, there are widespread allegations 
that using rice serves political and individual interests. Several examples can be noted, for 
instance, the distribution of rice close to polling stations in the lead up to the 2012 
Presidential and Parliamentary elections could be construed as an attempt to buy support for 
a particular candidate endorsed by the main government party, which controls the state 
budget (Brown, 2012, p. 18). The awarding of contracts for rice importation in the AMP (the 
Alliance of Majority Parliamentary) Government was done through a single source, not open 
bidding, and most rice imports were undertaken by people closely associated with ruling 
political parties, which could be seen as rent seeking practices (Kammen, 2008). And some 
government rice bags were allegedly being sold in Indonesia at higher prices (Kammen & 
Hayati, 2007).   
In terms of market intervention, the former Minister of Tourism, Commerce and Industry 
(MTCI18), explained that in 2007 the AMP Government adopted a market intervention 
approach to ensure food security by bringing down rice prices through subsidies (RDTL, 
2010b).  The objective of the policy was to purchase rice using the state budget and resell it 
at a subsidised price. However, this policy creates a deep division between rural producers 
and urban consumers. Some respondents in this study argued that the approach remained 
important because local production had been unable to meet the country’s food needs. This 
was supported by the MCIE, who stated that “Timor-Leste is not a food producer but 
consumer”, therefore the importation and reselling of rice at subsidised prices is needed to 
avoid suffering food insecurity (MCIE, November, 2013). And in April 2014, the MCIE stated:  
We continue importing rice because our domestic production is insufficient for all 
Timorese people, so the Government is worried about a rice crisis and tries to import 
rice to meet our domestic demand. Every year we need 135, 000 tonnes of rice but 
our domestic production is only 65, 000 tonnes19. So we continue rice importation 
from Vietnam (MCIE, STL, 2014).  
                                               
17
 See nutrition transition section in this chapter for detail discussion. 
18
 MTCI was in the 4
th
 constitutional Government and has been replaced with MCIE in the 5
th
 constitutional Government  
19
 The figure of domestic rice production is often erratic and unreliable, government figures are often higher than figures stated 
in other reports. 
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Many other respondents disagreed with the Government position and argued that the 
Government’s reliance on white rice importation for domestic consumption had served to 
demotivate farmers from continuing to grow food, including rice. This is despite significant 
investment by the Ministry of Agriculture to increase crop production through the distribution 
of tractors and new seeds, rehabilitation of irrigation schemes, and the deployment of 
extension officers to Suco (village) to support farmers. As the executive director of Luta 
Hamutuk (Fighting Together), a local Non-Government Organisation (NGO) working for 
economic justice offered his views on the rice importation and local production: 
As a citizen I am sad because the Government does not value our local foods and 
continues focusing on rice importation. Sometimes we feel sorry for farmers who 
work hard to increase rice production when the Government is not purchasing local 
products, this is just to make them suffer. The Government introduces a povo kuda 
governo sosa program but is only a slogan and most of the unmilled rice (paddy) is 
not bought by the Government, and even if they purchase it, it rots in the 
warehouses20. I believe if the Government purchased all unmilled rice, processed it 
and redistributed to areas where it was produced, this together with other crops, 
would mean domestic production would be sufficient for domestic consumption (Luta 
Hamutuk, November, 2013).   
The lack of integrated focus between line ministries in food production and trade, creates a 
very suspicious environment in Timor-Leste, where people often suspect politicians of 
making decisions in favour of their individual or group interests. As a representative from the 
UNPAZ (The University of Peace), who is deeply involved in political life and a former 
member of parliament (MP), stated:  
Some members of the Government also have companies so they only pursue 
policies that can benefit their business interests. So their companies are contracted 
by the Government through their ministries to undertake rice importation, they get 
funding from the Government, and to protect their interest they knowingly ignore local 
products. Ministers are commercialising their positions for their own benefits, that’s 
why we continue having large importation (UNPAZ, November, 2013). 
These accounts contradict government approaches to food shortages. On the one hand, 
stories from NGOs, academic respondents and anecdotal evidence of experiences on the 
ground showed that the Government of Timor-Leste’s policies for rice importation and resale 
at subsidised prices could fuel dietary change, dependency on white rice, destroy local food 
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 More discussion of povo kuda governo sosa is in Chapter Six. 
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culture, and render the poor and vulnerable food insecure. On the other hand, government 
respondents claimed that Timor-Leste’s national food production is insufficient for national 
demand, leaving importation necessary.  
5.3.2 Subsidies: Third aged people and war veterans 
Payments to third aged people (aged 60 and above) and veterans (those involved in the 
fight against Indonesian occupation) are some of the non agri-food policies that have 
significantly contributed to increased rice consumption in the country. As various stories from 
respondents in this study demonstrate, while the subsidy gives short-term relief to food 
problems, especially for the elderly, it does not contribute to addressing the underlying cause 
of security problems in the country. Instead it further fuels a reduction in the number of 
people involved in food production activities. Some respondents voiced their concern over 
the impact of such a policy on domestic food production, describing subsidies as fostering a 
lazy mentality in the people. Others claimed subsidies to older citizens are very broad, and 
open to manipulation: 
Many people (veterans and third aged) do not want to do farming activities because 
they get free money (subsidies) from the state. In addition, rice is being subsidised so 
veterans and third aged people are just buying rice rather than producing their own 
food. They don’t even want to grow vegetables anymore. Before, in areas such Laivai 
and Maliana, people grew rice and had a large surplus but now they are also looking 
for government subsidised rice bags. Despite the Ministry of Agriculture distributing 
tractors and new seeds, they cannot solve anything because government policies are 
not integrated; the Ministry of Agriculture tries to increase domestic production but 
the MCIE floods the market with cheap imported rice (Luta Hamutuk, November, 
2013).  
And the former Deputy Prime Minister offered his opinion on these subsidies, when he 
stated:    
The intention was to assist older citizens (aged 60 and over) to have decent food 
otherwise they would rely on their children to provide them with food, who might have 
other responsibilities. However, sometimes our people are malandro (rascal), falsify 
documents and change their age, for example from 40 to 60 years, just to receive the 
subsidy. As for the veterans, many of them support their relatives’ claims to receive 
payment despite not being active in the fighting. Consequently, people become too 
lazy to do farming activities and as they get payment from the state, they buy rice 
rather than farming (Former Deputy PM, February, 2014). 
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On the impacts of subsidies for farming activities, the village chief from Afaloicai, who has 
been observing changes in the numbers of people in his village involved in farming activities 
stated: 
Young people are not interested in farming activities anymore; they are all going to 
Baucau and Dili (the district centre where the village belongs and the capital of 
Timor-Leste, respectively) to seek cash. Veterans and the families of martyrs are not 
involved in crop production as much as they were in the past because they receive 
payment from the state. They just buy rice bags from kiosks and sometimes pay 
others to do farm work for them. Many farms and rice fields have now been 
abandoned. In the past none of these farms were dormant because everyone 
ploughed land to grow beans, maize, and tubers and those who had rice fields 
cultivated them but no more in the post-independent period (Mario, July, 2013). 
However, a third aged respondent also spoke about the importance of the state subsidy for 
their survival. He described the challenges facing elderly people in sustaining themselves, as 
they can no longer work as much as they did in the past:  
The state provides us subsidies so we can feed ourselves. Without that, my wife and 
I would have long gone (died) because we cannot do farming activities anymore. We 
used the subsidy to buy rice for our daily consumption (Antonio, July, 2013).  
These stories suggest a range of reasons why the subsidies and payments to third aged 
people and veterans compound a white rice mentality, and increase people’s dependency on 
rice. Luta Hamutuk’s narrative suggests the state subsidies for third age people and war 
veterans served as disincentives for doing farming activities, and fostered dependence on 
white rice. He also underscored a mismatch in policies or strategies between the Ministry of 
Agriculture and the MCIE. For instance, the Ministry of Agriculture gives incentives to 
farmers through tractor distribution to increase rice production, but at the same time the 
MCIE has been flooding the market with cheap imported rice. These unintegrated policies 
have proven incapable of addressing the underlying causes of hunger or food security, while 
making local people dependent on subsidised rice. The same point was raised by Mario, 
who observed that over the years many young farmers had left the village for cities, to find 
cash in order to buy rice. Veterans also became unwilling to participate in farming activities 
as they had in the past, due to the state policy of giving them subsidies. The former Deputy 
Prime Minister’s account is about weak enforcement of these mechanisms, the outcome of 
which allows space for some people to manipulate the situation.  
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The discussion in this section is similar to experiences in other countries, including South 
Africa, where Thornton (2008), and MunBbun and Thornton (2013) show that welfare 
payments or grants discourage people from seeking real solutions to their problems such as 
developing markets for urban and peri-urban agricultural products, as it provides them 
regular income to participate in the cash economy. The findings discussed show that some 
third aged people are genuinely in need of state support, as is the case for Antonio. 
Meanwhile others, including some public servants and retirees who receive monthly 
incomes, are not necessarily in the position of requiring the subsidy, yet are still on the 
beneficiary list. These policies, coupled with market-based approaches to food security, and 
along with limited access to land for crop production, seem to ensure the poor and 
disadvantaged will remain forever marginalised. 
5.3.3 Modernisation and market-based approach policies 
As discussed in Chapter Three, this research is informed by several agri-food development 
theories. In Timor-Leste, the impact of colonialism and post-colonialism on agri-food is clear 
(see Chapter Two). This includes the incorporation of the local economy into the global 
economy through the development of cash crops and agriculture for export, as has been 
highlighted in the story of rice in this chapter.  In addition, successive governments in the 
post-independence period have increasingly devoted their agri-food policies to 
modernisation and market-based approaches. Illustrative of this trend was the Government’s 
decision to lower trade barriers and embark on free trade. According to Pinto, Carvalheira, & 
Jarvis (2010), prior to 2008, both import and sale taxes were set at 6% each. However, the 
AMP Government, when it came to office in 2007, reduced these taxes to 2.5% in order to 
increase importation and attract foreign food trading in the country. When asked about the 
trading and taxing purposes, MCIE indicated: 
Timor-Leste has free trade agreements with several countries including China and 
India, however Timor-Leste has limited capacity to explore the benefits from these 
agreements. Now we still have nothing to sell to India (MCIE, November, 2013) 
Low-quality processed foods from China have now been sold cheaply in the country, 
attracting those with money at the expense of local growers. Foreign traders are also 
occupying the most strategic places in the country. For instance, through field observations 
both in Dili and in rural areas, I could see that Chinese business people were the dominant 
traders in Timor-Leste. This raises concerns for local people, including food vendors and 
politicians, who have repeatedly asked the Government, especially the MCIE, to control 
foreign business in the country as it negatively affects local traders (STL, 2013). These 
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findings resonate with existing literature on corporate food regimes (see McMichael, 2014), 
as the situation continues benefiting those who have more capital. According to food regime 
theory, food trade has been cheapened by the corporate market flooding local economies 
with “food from nowhere” (McMichael, 2014, p. 2).  
The findings of this study suggest that people in rural areas who have limited financial 
capacity continue practising food exchange or “bartering”, which can be viewed as the 
antithesis of a corporate food system. Many stories from rural and NGO respondents 
highlighted the importance of food exchange between communities to ensure people that 
lived in different microclimatic zones had access to a variety of foodstuffs. As a program 
manager of KSI, a local NGO that is engaged in advocacy for sustainable food systems and 
helping farmers to achieve food security, argued:  
Bartering is a good option for the country because currency circulation is limited, 
especially in rural areas. For instance, in 2007, maize production was good in 
Manufahi while people in Ermera were in need of maize, especially during the coffee 
harvest season. So it facilitated bartering between these two districts. We helped and 
transported 20 tonnes of maize to Ermera and within 3 days it was all gone and we 
brought back coffee to Manufahi. People needed more maize but we had 
limited resources to further facilitate the exchange. This is an area that the 
Government fails to understand and capitalise on, and continues with rice importation 
(KSI, January, 2014).  
Meanwhile an urban respondent who is also a hamlet chief in Comoro explained:  
Joaquim:  In Dili we cannot exchange goods because it’s all about money. When 
we do not have money, we cannot get things from the market. Things 
are getting harder for us because everything is getting expensive. 
During the Indonesian occupation, rice was cheaper but now it’s 
getting very expensive.  
Interviewer:  How do you cope with rising food prices? 
Joaquim:  We just need to make sure that we have enough rice, we do not have 
to buy vegetables or other things. The main thing is rice so we can 
have porridge at least once or twice a day (Joaquim, June, 2013). 
Another respondent, a former team leader of Seeds of Life (SoL) who has lived in Timor-
Leste for 8 years, when asked about the development of food systems in Timor-Leste, 
commented:   
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We have seen changes, better production; some projects are linking supermarkets in 
Dili with producers in rural areas … a lot of money spent by Timorese at the 
supermarket buying vegetables which [were] previously imported (SoL1, February, 
2014). 
However, the Former Deputy Prime Minister described the current pathway of neo-liberal 
agri-food development as not being good for a small country, because it does not prioritise 
citizens’ welfare:  
We opted for neo-liberal policy which prioritises competition before citizens’ welfare, 
others have nothing does not matter as long as I am secured … I think when it 
comes to food production; there should be a protective system. When rural 
production continues supplying foods to urban centres, government needs to 
establish a platform where importation should not be in excess, only to fill the gap. If 
the Government stops importation, local products would be expensive and if we do 
not buy, the following year production goes down so the Government has a role to 
play in keeping the system in balance (Former Deputy PM, February, 2014). 
The accounts of these participants illustrate different views about a market-led food system. 
For instance, KSI’s story underscores the importance of a bartering economy in rural areas 
to serve local communities. Meanwhile the accounts of others—SoL1, Joaquim and the 
former Deputy of PM—are all about the benefits and drawbacks of the new food system. As 
discussed earlier in this chapter, the market-based approach, including its rhetoric and 
strategy, is reflected in the Government of Timor-Leste’s policies, with the strategic 
development plan, food and nutrition security policy all being written by international 
consultants that support neo- liberal orthodoxy. Despite promises to deliver food security, the 
poor and vulnerable urban dwellers suffer the most, as Joaquim showed. Joaquim’s story 
demonstrated that a lack of money in an increasingly monetised society proves detrimental 
to household diet and nutrition, leaving families to resort only to white rice, without 
vegetables or meat in their diets. These findings also demonstrate that in a market economy 
people without money go hungry, while in a barter economy people can still exchange food 
to complement their diets even when they have no money.  
In summary, this section has discussed the policy enablers of diet transformation in Timor-
Leste. In the past, the diet of the Timorese people relied on tubers and corns. Various 
measures implemented since foreign occupation and administration, particularly during the 
Indonesian occupation, coupled with market-based policies adapted in the post-
independence period and agricultural modernisation have led to the transformation of local 
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people’s diets to white rice.  In next section, I examine the unintended consequence to these 
changes. 
5.4 The unintended consequences of a market-based 
approach to food security  
It is important to acknowledge that government policies supporting third aged people and 
subsidising rice are well intentioned. Without a specific focus on the most vulnerable and 
those in need, these policies, coupled with a market-based approach to food security, can 
create some negative impacts on food production, and fuel ongoing dependency on white 
rice that is leading to a nutrition transition. In this section, I first will examine the 
consequences for a market-based approach to food security through a nutrition transition 
perspective; and then examine dependence on white rice and the state as a food provider. 
5.4.1 Rice and nutrition transition 
Nutrition transition refers to a change in diet, particularly large shifts in its overall structure. It 
is often associated with demographic transition, especially from a pattern of high fertility and 
high mortality, to one of lower fertility and low mortality (Popkin, 1993, 2003) (see Chapter 
Three). In light of the nutrition transition explanation, the Timorese people’s diet can be seen 
to have undergone a major change from mainly tubers and corn to white rice. While this is 
not exactly the same nutrition transition that has taken place in other countries, as Popkin 
and others have discussed before, people’s diets have moved from low-calorie to high-
caloric content food and back to low-calorie food when more information about diet-related 
issues is made available. Some aspects of nutrition transition are emerging in Timor-Leste 
as rice is increasingly becoming central to the Timorese diet. Along with this transition, 
identity is constructed around white rice. When questioned about nutritional aspects of the 
Timorese diet, several respondents pointed out that local people have limited nutritional 
information on food. As a result, they were unable to choose a balanced diet. For instance, 
an academic from the UNTL who is also involved in various NGO activities, explained:   
We (Timorese people) are not accustomed to eating pumpkin soup. So during 
harvest season pumpkins are sold cheaply and sometimes just thrown away. We 
need to have nutritional studies to provide better information on every foodstuff 
available in the country. This would enable people to diversify food intake based on 
local food crops to reduce our dependency on white rice (UNTL 2, January, 2014). 
And a local researcher on agri-food and policies at Lao Hamutuk: 
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Our ancestors lived longer, taller, good looking, healthier because they consumed 
our local and diversified foods—various beans, sweet potato, taro, breadfruits, 
maize—which are now being devalued as we only consume white rice. As we 
change our diet, our life expectancy also reduces (Lao Hamutuk 1, October, 2013). 
However, many respondents, including from both rural areas and urban centres, were of the 
view that imported foods, including white rice, were better than local foodstuffs and would 
provide good health. For instance, a farmer from Afaloicai village who also runs a small 
kiosk, commented:  
Imported foods like white rice give us good health because we cannot only consume 
tubers consecutively for a month so we need other foodstuffs which might not be 
available in our village. In my family, we five people, in a month we eat 3–4 bags of 
white rice (Joao, September, 2013). 
In Dili a public servant, who moved to Dili from a rural area in the post-independence period 
to search for a better job, argued:  
Imported foods have better nutrition and are cheaper than local foods. All foods 
traded between countries need to meet WHO health standards, so they are better 
than our local foods. I am not sure about local foods if they are as healthy and 
nutritious as the imported ones. That’s why we are reluctant to buy local foods. We 
only buy modo tahan (green leaves) but only if they are fresh (Aniceto, June, 2013). 
These narratives represent a tension between two perspectives of local and imported foods. 
The stories from UNTL 2 and Lao Hamutuk 1 show that local foods are more nutritious than 
imported ones, including white rice. As Lao Hamutuk 1 puts it, local foods make people live 
longer and healthier and UNTL 2 proposed to provide information on locally-available foods 
to reduce people’s dependency on white rice. These views contradicted the points raised 
earlier, and the views of Joao and aniceto that imported food is better than local food. 
However, increasing consumption of white rice could result in an increase in the number of 
nutritionally deprived people and food insecurity, particularly when people discard their 
diversified diet and become dependent on white rice. According to Organic Facts (2014), 
maize and rice contain almost the same calorific values of 342calories/100g (14.31kJ/kg) 
and 345 calories/100g (14.44 kJ/kg) respectively. Unlike maize, which contains vitamin A, B, 
E and is rich in phophorous, magnesium, manganese, zinc, copper, iron and selenium and 
also small amounts of potassium; white rice (where the germ and bran has been removed) is 
less nutritious as most of the protein, phosphorus, iron, calcium, mineral and vitamin B are 
concentrated in the outer brown layers (husk/germ).  
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When it comes to the health implications of dietary change to white rice, many respondents, 
especially villager respondents, explained that they do not understand the impact of white 
rice or other imported foods on their health. Similar observations can also be made in many 
countries where poor nutritional understanding can foster high consumption of sugary foods 
(Popkin, 1994, 1998, 2003). Many respondents described witnessing children vomiting after 
consuming tinned fish, imported poultry and sausages, but the causes were uncertain. As a 
hamlet chief in Dili who is also a war veteran described:   
Many people now understood about the health impacts of eating too much white rice 
such as diabetes. Imported sausage and poultry have also been reported by 
local people to have caused headache, itchiness and vomiting in children 
(Estanislau, June, 2013). 
Some other respondents explained that poor nutrition and food insecurity were part of 
modernisation and market-based policies for food security. As a former MP argued:    
Exporting countries always sell the old stock first in order to reduce the maintenance 
costs. This means white rice that we import from Vietnam and resell as first class is 
actually an old stock in Vietnam, which can have significant impacts on our health but 
the Government continues with importation. So we should be careful consuming too 
much white rice, it could cause a lot of diseases including diabetes. I eat rice but local 
rice. Our Government, especially the relevant ministries in agri-food sectors have lost 
their mind, linking our people with poor diet (KOTA, February, 2014). 
These narratives illustrate the health-related impacts of imported foods, and more 
specifically on aspects of refined foods, which contain high saturated fat, such as sausage 
and poultry. In addition, white rice is comparably less nutritious than maize. As such, long-
term consumption could cause health problem such as diabetes, commonly associated with 
a prevalence of poor nutrition. These findings resonate with the argument from Damman et 
al. (2008, p. 136), which shows that low nutritional quality foods have a greater association 
with high prevalence of obesity and diabetes. This suggests, from a nutrition transition 
perspective, the Timorese diet has transitioned from the first pattern, characterised by low 
saturated fat or processed food consumption, into increased consumption of saturated fat. In 
the past the Timorese diet was diverse, but it has transitioned to one that is less diverse, 
with greater reliance on white rice, which also causes food shortages. This transformation 
has also resulted in social stratification as Popkin (1993, 2003) shows in the second pattern 
of nutrition transition. The development has given some people access to more food while 
others, particularly the poor and vulnerable, resort to white rice.  
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5.4.2 Dependency on white rice and state support 
The market-based food security policy has arguably created dependency on state supports. 
It is important to acknowledge that this dependency is symptomatic of the general state in 
Timor-Leste. As discussed in Chapter Two, Timorese people place high expectations on the 
state to provide answers or assistance for every problem they might have. Contributing to 
the problems are policy strategies that create even more dependency on the state. A prime 
example is the use of various payment schemes to facilitate access to food, thereby 
demonstrating that the state can meet its obligation under the international conventions (see 
UN, 1948; ICESCR, 1966), to fulfil the right to food, by handing out money. The decision-
makers seem unaware that these policies fuel nutrition transition and dependency on the 
state to provide. Many respondents in this study indicated that there was a perception of rice 
as an upper-class food, which signifies modernity and coupled with the use of white rice as 
humanitarian assistance and market intervention through rice subsidies, many people are 
now totally dependent on white rice. As such, every year the state has to allocate a specific 
budget allowance for rice importation, a Lao Hamutuk researcher observed:  
The rice subsidy, as are the payments to veterans and third aged people, is fine as 
long as the state has the resources or financial capacities to continue or even to 
increase rice importation. However, it would not be the case because oil reserves will 
not last long. Bayu Undan oil field will be dried out in 2020. It would be a disaster for 
us if we did not invest in productive fields including agriculture and tourism (Lao 
Hamutuk 1, October, 2013).  
The Minister of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (MAFF) also believed that huge rice 
importation and reselling at a subsidised price discouraged farmers from engaging in farming 
activities, and to become dependent on the state: 
When government subsidises rice, it becomes very cheap so everyone is just looking 
for a little cash for rice bags. This means despite statistics showing that more than 
75% of the population are farmers; it would not help famers if the competent 
ministries do not buy local products and continue with rice importation (MAFF, 
February, 2014). 
While a female respondent in Fatubolu talked about producing enough tubers and maize for 
her family, she described her family situation of increasingly buying white rice: 
Now we are an independent state, we need to find money to buy good foods 
including white rice, noodles and oil, which are only consumed by those who have 
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money. My husband receives third aged subsidy so we use it to buy rice for the 
family (Ursula, November, 2013). 
Many other farmer respondents in two rural villages indicated how they had become 
dependent on white rice. As a respected village leader from Afaloicai stated ‘we will hold 
demonstration against the Government when there is no rice in our village’ (Joao, July, 
2013).  
These stories show how farmers in both rural and urban centres have become reliant on 
white rice, despite having access to many other food crops. There are important issues to 
note here including the Ministry of Agriculture blaming other ministries for demotivating 
farmers from continuing to engage in crop production, while ignoring its own contribution to 
the problems. For instance, by distributing tractors to political party supporters (detailed 
discussion in Chapter Six). Nonetheless, the current statistics show that annual rice 
consumption in Timor-Leste has grown significantly to about 115kg per capita (Young, 
2013), an increase of 25kg since 2007 where the annual per capital consumption was 90kg 
(Kammen & Hayati, 2007).  
The changes in local consumption patterns have resulted in an overall increase in rice 
importation, since restoration of independence in 2002. For instance, according da Costa 
(2003), rice importation before 1999 was estimated at 36,000–38,000 tonnes annually. Post-
independence rice importation continued increasing; data from UN Border control recorded 
official rice importation was at 10,600 tonnes in 2000 and 20,500 tonnes in 2001 (da Costa, 
2003, p. 50). According to the Ministry of Finance (MoF) rice importation in 2013 was about 
61,470 tonnes (MoF, 2013); while domestic rice (grain) production is about 30,000 tonne per 
year, while the consumption is around 125,544 tonnes (Young, 2013, p. 34). This means that 
consumption outpaced production and the country has to rely on importation to meet local 
demand. Rice consumption is expected to increase to about 193,000 tonnes in 2030, while 
local production under best scenarios will be around 124,815 tonnes (Young, 2013). This 
means that the quota for importation will need to be increased in order to meet local 
demand, and in so doing, the dream for a sustainable food system, or food sovereignty, will 
remain elusive. 
In summary, this section has discussed the consequences of a market-based approach to 
food security. It has shown that a market-driven policy has not only made poor, small-holder, 
rural farmers dependent on a fluctuating global market, but has also been the basis of a 
nutrition transition and a new level of dependency on the state. This section shows that white 
rice-based policy for food security has also led to a broader negative stereotype of traditional 
food. People with limited information on diet and nutrition tend to classify local food such as 
110 
 
tubers and corn as unhealthy, backward, of lower social status, and not modern. This, 
coupled with government investment that skews priorities towards rice production, and for 
every district to produce rice and become self-sufficient in rice, has further strengthened 
people’s aspiration to eat rice (see Chapter Six). This, in addition to health issues associated 
with diet transition, has created more burden upon the state to guarantee a right to food. 
This resonates with the earlier observation from Scrimshaw (2002), who stated many 
developing countries still had problems associated with under-nutrition and malnutrition at a 
time when they were facing an increasing burden of chronic degenerative disease. 
Communicable diseases are often higher among those younger than 15 years of age, while 
non-communicable diseases continue to mount for older generation (Caballero & Popkin, 
2002).  
5.5 Conclusion 
This chapter has discussed the story of rice in Timor-Leste, and how government policies 
have facilitated the transformation of traditional diets based on maize and tubers, to white 
rice. The chapter described various social, economic, and political processes and factors 
that triggered this change. At a general level it is argued that the dietary change is part of a 
bigger problem in food politics in the country, and is a consequence of successive agri-food 
policies that have tied local food systems to modernisation and market mechanisms. This 
study, unlike previous studies that linked food insecurity to low crop production (see UNDP, 
2006; Borges et al., 2009; Molyneux et al., 2012), claims that food insecurity in Timor-Leste 
is not merely due to low local-crop production, but an outcome of political or policy problems 
that allows those with dominant political economic powers to undermine food security in the 
country.  
The chapter also presented two important but contrasting views about how best to address 
the food system problem in the country. On the one hand, the Government shows a 
commitment to the pursuit of the food system through conventional food provisioning policies 
including market, food aid, subsidies and modernisation. On the other hand, NGOs, 
academics and the lived experience of farmers show that while those measures provide 
short-term benefits, they also have dire consequences, including nutrition transition, 
dependency on white rice, and reliance on the state as a provider. Continuing with large 
quantities of rice importation and reselling at subsidised prices only means that Timorese 
people, particularly the decision-makers, are failing to address the relationship between food 
insecurity and politics. I have argued here, and will continue to unpack in the subsequent 
chapters, that this is the root cause of the food system problem. 
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The discussions in this chapter also highlight problems associated with heavy reliance on 
white rice, a market commodity, as a staple food. These problems affect poor and vulnerable 
people who are unable to meet their food needs, despite it being highly subsidised by the 
Government. A central concern of this study is to find ways to sustainably reconstruct the 
food system in Timor-Leste to cater for all Timorese regardless of their social status, both 
rich and poor or upper and lower classes. This requires a food system that is 
environmentally sustainable, economically viable, socially and culturally acceptable and 
which resonates with the broader concept and principles of food sovereignty, which will be 
discussed in Chapter Eight.  
The impact of a market-based approach to food security has given rise to the dependence of 
local people on white rice, nutrition transition and dependence on the state as a food 
provider. Market liberalisation has eroded the livelihoods of the rural population, as well as 
unskilled labour and traditional market stall vendors, which has led to the creation of a 
‘‘semi-proletariat’’ in Timor-Leste (Bello, 2009; Chakrabatri, 2014). This situation is similar to 
experiences from other countries, including Haiti. According to the literature (see La via 
Campesina, 2009; Bello, 2009; Holt-Gimenez, Patel,& Shattuck, 2009; Mackintosh, 2011), 
domestic rice production in Haiti before the implementation of free trade was at least able to 
meet 75% of domestic needs. 
In the next chapter, I will analyse how post-independence agricultural modernisation policies 
have shaped food security in Timor-Leste through a food system sustainability lens. To do 
this, I will examine the premises and the costs of agricultural modernisation in the context of 
Timor-Leste. 
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CHAPTER SIX – FALSE AGRICULTURAL 
MODERNISATION 
6.1 Introduction 
The transformation of subsistence farming into modern agriculture via technological 
innovation, scientific knowledge and trade, has long been seen as the basis for “progress” in 
agricultural development (Hogg, 2000). In Timor-Leste, this transformation started under 
Portuguese rule in the 1960s, and continued during the 24 years of Indonesian occupation 
(see Chapter Two). Yet these changes failed to bring about profound transformation in rural 
areas and farmers continued to embrace subsistence farming; conditions which many 
accord (SoL, 2006; RDTL, 2011, 2013) as the main cause of food insecurity. In this context, 
the post-independence governments—apparently enamoured of the “contested” success of 
the Green Revolution in India (RDTL, 2011) coupled with support from international 
development partners including the World Bank, FAO, AusAID and JICA—have been 
pursuing an agricultural modernisation philosophy to address food insecurity in Timor-Leste.   
The purpose of this chapter is to analyse how these post-independence agricultural 
modernisation policies have shaped food security in Timor-Leste through a food system 
sustainability lens. In so doing, the chapter examines the premise and costs of agricultural 
modernisation. The chapter is divided into three parts. Part one discusses the premise of 
agricultural modernisation as a policy aspiration of the Government. Part two focuses on the 
disconnection between local needs and this techno-fix approach, based upon modernist 
technological solutions to agri-food problems by way of reliance upon Green Revolution 
technologies (see Chapter Three). In part three, I analyse the costs associated with an 
agricultural modernisation approach, through a sustainability perspective. The chapter 
argues that the continued pursuit of agricultural modernisation policies has locked the 
country into a path of technological dependency with outcomes that leave the country’s food 
system increasingly vulnerable to structural shocks, such as the food speculation and 
financial crises that occurred in many other countries in 2007/08 (Fortier & Thi Thu Trang, 
2013). The chapter also argues that the current approaches to agricultural modernisation 
have facilitated a new social class formation, “the elites”, with outcomes that offer economic 
accumulation opportunities for some, especially political supporters and those who have 
access to state resources, while marginalising the poor and vulnerable (Robinson, 2012).   
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6.2 The premise of agricultural modernisation: 
policy aspirations 
Modernist agricultural development was exported to developing countries to eradicate 
hunger and poverty, perceived as an outcome of low crop production in subsistence 
agriculture (Altieri, 1998; Petersen, 2005; McMichael, 2008; McKittrick, 2012). However, the 
accumulated evidence shows that while this productivist agriculture, based on science, 
capital and technological investment has increased crop production significantly, it also 
produced hunger and starvation, poverty, environmental degradation, as well as weakened 
communities and damaged economies (Chamala, 1990; Matson et, al., 1997; Norberg-
Hodge et al., 2002; Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002; Petersen, 2005; McMichael, 2008, 2014; 
Fresco, 2009). Despite this, the industrial farming system is widely advocated as the 
appropriate solution to food insecurity and hunger in developing countries, including Timor-
Leste (see Chapter Three). Demonstrating this, when I questioned the agriculture policy of 
the Government, the Minister for Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF) stated:   
About 75% of the Timorese population are farmers but not all of them are involved in 
agricultural activities. The unemployed also claimed to be farmers but are not 
growing any crops or rearing animals. Some might only own one or two horses, pigs 
and cattle or be cultivating a small farm. This means they are traditional or 
subsistence communities, which are not business oriented. We need to make 
changes using four pillars: (a) institutional strengthening to better provide services at 
the village level through extension services; (b) transforming subsistence into 
commercial farming so that farmers can earn money to improve their lives through 
establishing productive zones, ‘one village one product’ and initiating business 
incubators at the village level; (c) increasing productivity with good quality organic 
products, for special markets and not follow the Green Revolution; and (d) providing 
infrastructure, such as irrigation and dams. With these pillars, our moto (philosophy) 
is han saida mak o kuda e kuda saida mak o han (Eat what you grow and grow what 
you eat). However, the Ministry receives less than 3% of the direct state budget. So 
we have rich programs but there should be commitment from the state to allocate 
resources to the Ministry to implement the programs (MAFF, February, 2014).    
This narrative contains several conflicting issues. For instance, the Ministry is using the 
slogan of han saida mak o kuda e kuda saida mak o han, which resonates with the basic 
concept of food sovereignty, but its policies and approaches emphasise agricultural 
modernisation and market approaches in order to make money via integration into the cash 
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economy as a basis for subsistence families to achieve food security. This contradicts the 
Ministry’s motto of achieving self-sufficiency. The existing literature also shows that food 
trade has lost its legitimacy for feeding the world in the wake of recent and continuing global 
food crises (see Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002; Rosset, 2008; Bello & Baviera, 2010a, 2010b; 
Lyons, 2014a; McMichael, 2014). In addition, the Minister’s narrative shows that the Ministry 
of Agriculture wants to ensure food production in the country is organic for specialised 
markets, while at the same time continuing to release new (non organic) seeds, distribute 
tractors and distribute chemical fertilisers and pesticides, which all require a lot of energy to 
be produced, and are also associated with the erosion of biodiversity (Lao Hamutuk, 2014), 
an integral characteristic of organic agriculture (Altieri, 1999). The Minister’s narrative shows 
a profound lack of understanding of small scale, family farming practices and also an ill-
defined agricultural development policy, which has a stated objective of producing organic 
products while relying on technologies that best resonate with techno-fix solutions (see 
Hardeman & Jochemsen, 2012).  
The Minister’s narrative also implies that there was a lack of political will to have agriculture 
as a state priority, despite the majority of the population being famers. According to Lao 
Hamutuk (2013b, 2014), the limited budget has left the Ministry of Agriculture vulnerable to 
the influence of external players with the financial and technical resources to influence 
decision-making and program implementation. Many respondents across all categories in 
this study raise a range of concerns about this techno-fix approach for Timor-Leste. As an 
academic from the National University of Timor-Leste (UNTL) asserted, for example:  
The Ministry of Agriculture policy is based on the Green Revolution ideology creating 
our dependence on technology; tractors, foreign seeds, fertiliser and pesticides, 
which are all coming from abroad. We can say the Ministry of Agriculture has already 
failed in agricultural development. However, every year the Government continues 
allocating a budget for this program because it belongs to the state. There should be 
an alternative approach such as cooperative farming, which was demonstrated by 
CPD-RDTL and UNAER (Ermera Agriculture Workers Union) in the Ermera district 
for organic farming and home gardening. The policy should enable the majority of 
Timorese farmers to increase crop production, which means they also need to have 
land; so land reform is also very important (UNTL 2, January, 2014). 
Another respondent, who worked as a researcher on agriculture, land, poverty and 
sustainable development at Lao Hamutuk NGO, who holds a Master’s Degree in Economic 
Analysis and Sustainable Development, stated:   
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Timor-Leste needs to have a policy with clear objectives. The current policy of the 
Government seeks to address local food insecurity but focuses on the market, which 
does not reflect the local reality. When looking at the situation nationally, it really 
needs a food sovereignty policy instead of food security because the country is 
depending too much on importation and malnutrition is high and cannot be addressed 
with low nutrition imported industrial foods (Lao Hamutuk 2, October, 2013) 
The narratives from these respondents, and many others (including farmers), about the 
Ministry of Agriculture’s modernisation policies put a quite compelling argument for the need 
for an alternative policy for agricultural development. They argue that the Ministry of 
Agriculture’s approach to food security does not connect with local culture, geography and 
the realities of every life for most subsistence farmers. This argument resonates with the 
existing literature (see Gomes, 2009; Cummins, 2010; Lao Hamutuk, 2014), which shows 
that trade-based villages including Fatubolu village, which relies on coffee, are the poorest 
areas in Timor-Leste. Despite criticisms, the Government shows no sign of shifting its 
approach and continues embracing the same strategies of agricultural modernisation. The 
next section focuses on the disconnection between modernisation policies and local needs. 
6.3 Disconnection between techno-fix and local needs 
In this section, several government approaches to seeds, tractors, decision-making and cash 
crops will be used to highlight the disconnection between the techno-fix path to food security 
that dominates policy approaches in Timor-Leste, and local values, contexts and needs. 
6.3.1 Substitution of local seeds with High Yielding Varieties  
Many seeds have been introduced to farmers in Timor-Leste since the Portuguese 
occupation. In the period since the 1999 Referendum, a team of researchers from the 
Australian Centre for International Agriculture Research (ACIAR) and the Consultative Group 
on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR) argued that the lack of improved germplasm 
was a serious constraint to food production in Timor-Leste (Piggin & Palmer, 2003; SoL, 
2006; Shepherd, 2013). They came up with a solution, which was to bring in new seeds from 
centres belonging to the CGIAR from around the world (see Chapter Two), test it and 
distribute to farmers. When asked about seed distribution in the country, the MAFF stated:  
Our policy is to increase food production because our self-determination is 
incomplete if we continue to rely on others to feed us. That’s the vision of this 
Ministry. To improve productivity, we needed new seeds. Our target is to have our 
own seeds in the future. We worked with JICA to evaluate local rice varieties. We 
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also do research on new seed adaptation because some local seeds are not good for 
seedlings anymore. We do not have technologies so we need support from others. 
The Seeds of Life (SoL) is working closely with the Ministry to research and distribute 
the new improved varieties to increase crop production so farmers can make money 
(MAFF, February, 2014).    
The Minister points out a number of important messages in terms of seeds and productivity. 
First, it shows that according to the Minister one of the most important factors in crop 
production is seed; and assumes that by replacing it one can expect that local crop 
production will improve. Second, the narrative underscores the importance of collaboration 
with other organisations such as JICA and SoL to address food insecurity in Timor-Leste, 
while at the same time ignoring the role of local people, especially rural farmers, in 
identifying seeds that can best serve local people. In addition, the narrative shows a 
devaluation of local seeds, demonstrated in particular by the Minister’s statement that “some 
local seeds are not good for seedlings”. These are conflicting messages. On the one hand 
the Ministry of Agriculture would like to be self-sufficient in food production, while on the 
other, the Ministry’s approach is to use foreign improved seeds for local food production, 
circumstances that would make the country potentially dependent. The experience from 
other countries, including India, shows that when demand has been established for new 
seeds and local seeds have been replaced, every year farmers continue buy from seed 
producers, which not only negatively impacts on local income and food security, but also 
farmers’ way of life (Shiva, Baker, & Lockhart, 2011). A researcher at Lao Hamutuk, who has 
long been engaged with local farmers on sustainable crop production and the best ways for 
farmers to feed themselves, argues:   
Every year the Ministry of Agriculture continues releasing new seeds to farmers in the 
name of food security. But I believe they are not genuine and have a hidden agenda, 
which is to replace our local seeds and make us dependent on companies that 
sponsor the SoL/ACIAR project. So the new seeds will make our people more food 
insecure because once local seeds are replaced, farmers have to buy seeds with 
limited income, if any. Most farmers are subsistence and all the family members rely 
on the farm’s production. The industrial seeds are only good for large farms, not for 
small family farms. We have many local seeds in the country which are well adapted 
to the microclimatic conditions, all of which will disappear in the future because of the 
invasion of the new seeds (Lao Hamutuk 1, October, 2013) 
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In contrast, however, when discussing the High Yielding Varieties (HYVs) from SoL, a former 
team leader working as a seed production adviser disagreed with the NGO’s views of the 
SoL project, saying: 
NGOs are given false information about the SoL project. [The truth is] a lot of people 
in this country are still growing seeds that were bred 30 or 40 years ago, even older 
than that [The Portuguese introduced a lot of seeds]. Farmers evaluated and grew 
them again, ….…we tried to speed up the process. Agricultural development of this 
country over the long term has always been about farmers choosing good types of 
seeds and growing them. Saying local varieties are also always resistant is not 
always true. Local corn is not resistant to fungal diseases while the new modern 
varieties are. In our mid-term survey, we have seen that more than 25% of all farmers 
are growing one or more SoL varieties, which means they get better by changing 
seeds (SoL 1, February, 2014).   
These narratives reveal some contested “truths” about how SoL operates in Timor-Leste. 
The SoL 1 narrative shows the objective of SoL is to help accelerate the adoption of new 
modern varieties in order to increase crop production. The former team leader says that 
farmers need to evaluate and make the decision themselves and if they are happy they grow 
them again. However, SoL 2 indicates below that despite new seeds that have been 
released as HYVs, some do not yield better than local varieties and some show a reduction 
in yield after a few years. This means when local seeds have been replaced, farmers will be 
reliant on SoL to provide them with seeds. According to Lao Hamutuk 2 this is not a good 
option, because farmers will have difficulties keeping aside money to buy seeds because 
their produce is only for household consumption. In this case, SoL is helping to advance the 
agenda of corporations rather than supporting local farmers to achieve food security. This 
finding resonates with Rosset’s (2001, p. 23) observation that corporations use credible 
scientists, academics and farmers to advance their strategies, as the public does not 
generally believe corporate representatives. He underlines that in today’s world, it is hard to 
find pro-biotechnology scientists who do not receive funding from industries. A similar line 
can also be drawn for the SoL approach in Timor-Leste, as Lao Hamutuk 1 observed above.  
The accumulated evidence shows that many new seeds require new storage facilities due to 
high post-harvest losses (RDTL, 2011) and, in the case of sweet potatoes, they might not 
grow well in a longer dry season (Shepherd, 2013), an important consideration when climate 
change is expected to have significant impact on rainfall and temperature patterns21. 
Reliance on new seeds, despite these drawbacks, begs the question of whether the need of 
                                               
21
 See Chapter Seven for more discussion on food production and climate change. 
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new seed is “genuine”, as raised by Lao Hamutuk 1 above. According to McKittrick (2012), 
denigrating local seeds as inferior to HYVs has been a strategy employed by the proponents 
of new seeds due to their vested interest in the process. In so doing, the Ministry and SoL 
are sidelining the argument that local subsistence agriculture is built on local resources, and 
that the existing seeds and indigenous knowledge have served local people for generations, 
helping them adjust to rapidly changing climates, pests and diseases (Altieri, 2009). Instead, 
poor local farmers are asked to believe in new seeds from scientific laboratories or field trials 
(Hogg, 2000). Farmers’ perceptions about new seeds are presented below. 
At the same time as farmers are have new seed varieties imposed upon them, there are also 
various reports (SoL, 2006, 2007) that show SoL using research stations and on-farm 
demonstration plots to involve farmers directly in testing the new varieties and making their 
own decisions about adopting new strains. Even in such circumstances, however, it is 
important to note that farmers’ preferences about seeds remain shaped within highly 
systemised and controlled sociotechnical encounters, including where SoL is only promoting 
specific varieties involving transactions between research assistants and thousands of 
farmers involved in the on-farm demonstration trials (Shepherd, 2013, p. 193). Many 
respondents from NGOs, academics, students and local SoL staff in this study remarked that 
sometimes SoL data on introduced crop yields are cherry-picked and largely based on 
biased data collection. A respondent22 from PERMATIL, an NGO that has long been working 
on issues of sustainable food systems and food sovereignty, observed:  
SoL is using different approaches to convince farmers about the new seeds. They tell 
farmers with limited information to grow the new seeds and their food production will 
double. When farmers have good yields, SoL visits these farmers again and uses 
them as success stories for publicity, however when it fails, they do not show up 
again and forget about these farmers. But nobody criticises them because they hide 
within the MAFF armpit (PERMATIL, January, 2014). 
Several currently serving SoL staff contacted during the course of this study also voiced 
concerns over the approach of the testing and distributing of the HYVs SoL is introducing 
because, according to them, SoL is simply aiming to achieve its project objectives of 
releasing varieties to satisfy the companies that support its operation in Timor-Leste. For 
instance, a member of the field staff who was working on field trials said:  
The result from trials showed some introduced seeds yield higher than local varieties, 
others yield just the same or even lower and take a longer time and more water to 
                                               
22
 The respondent has got a qualification in permaculture, community development and also as ecological and human rights 
activist. 
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germinate. SoL has yet to address farmers’ problems with seeds but they have 
released many varieties which were not beneficial to farmers. They are only thinking 
about the project objective, which is to release varieties in order to satisfy companies 
that are funding their research. For instance, Utamua (an introduced groundnut) 
yields less than the local variety but has been released as a HYV. Other released 
varieties also showed a reduced yield in trial sites in the fourth year, so I think it 
would be appropriate to re-evaluate all the released varieties. Another cassava 
variety, Ca109, has not been tried with farmers through the SoL program but has 
been released. In addition, there is no research within SoL to see the impacts of new 
seeds on soil fertility (SoL 2, Email received April, 2014)  
And another staff member said:  
In other countries when releasing a new variety, it needs to go through a panel of 
experts, scientists and academics but here we do not have that system in place. So 
people [SoL] can just release any varieties. We know that in the future they will claim 
the patent of the seeds. In a short period of time, they have released many varieties, 
ne’e masuk akal ka lae? (Is it rational?). If we have a good seed release system, 
some local seeds are better than introduced ones. We should also not only blame 
SoL for these problems. Our Government does not have policy to conserve local 
seeds. If we do not conserve local seeds and only rely on imported seeds, it will 
make us dependent on other people to feed us (SoL 3, December, 2013). 
These discourses reveal several points of contention about the SoL project. To begin, they 
show how people are negotiating with conflicting knowledge claims surrounding the HYVs 
that have been tested in the country. A current SoL staff member (SoL 3) also spoke about 
the intellectual property rights of the seeds. The discourse also underscores the lack of 
appropriate legal and regulatory mechanisms, the outcome of which gives space to SoL to 
introduce many varieties, which might be less suitable than the local varieties. This links to 
the point raised earlier that decision-makers disparage local seeds and support their 
replacement. This provides an explanation for the lack of risk assessment mechanisms in 
place before the release of seeds. In addition, there is no study into the impact of new seeds 
on local soil micronutrients, which are essential for soil fertility, as SoL 2 attests above. For 
the respondent from the PEMATIL, SoL research represents cherry-picked data for publicity, 
which ignores failed trials. However, as SoL 1 said, NGOs were giving out the wrong 
information about the SoL project. On this basis, it is of little surprise that there is a profound 
mistrust between important key stakeholders, NGOs and the Ministry of Agriculture/SoL. 
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In terms of release varieties, a total of 12 crop varieties23 has been released with a stated 
purpose of addressing food insecurity (SoL, 2014b). The twelfth variety, released on May 23, 
2015, is an “industrial cassava’’, Ai-luka 1. It is a bitter cassava with a high level of hydrogen 
cyanide (HCN), lethal to humans and animals (WHO, 2004). Through a long process, the 
starch from this cassava is turned into tapioca flour, which can be used for industrial food 
products such crackers and beverages (Kwok, 2008). The release of this industrial variety 
demonstrates that while there are many claims that new seed varieties are for local food 
security, actually this example shows the intended, or at least part of the purpose, is to 
develop farming systems that continue to provide raw material to industrial development 
needs in foreign countries. As a HASATIL representative stated: 
They (SoL and the MAFF) released this bitter cassava variety because CCT-NCBA24 
had urged them to do so as CCT-NCBA had already distributed it to farmers since 
2007, without trials, in several districts including Bobonaro, Manufahi and Cova-Lima. 
The CCT-NCBA was interested in the crop because they wanted to expand their 
market in tapioca flour for export. However, the problem is that while we are still food 
insecure, we are thinking about exports, which I think is not quite right (HASATIL, 
Email received 8 August, 2014).  
The discussions so far in this section demonstrate the disconnections between claims about 
new seeds and local realities. I will now move on to discuss local views about the use of new 
seeds in rural areas. The respondents at village level offered a wide range of experiences 
involving local seeds. Some participants across the two rural villages—Afaloicai and 
Fatubolu—when questioned about new seeds from the Government or SoL, said they had 
received seeds from the Government, but they were unusable in their micro climatic 
conditions. Some other respondents, including those growing food in backyard gardens in 
Comoro village, said they used only local seeds and had never received seeds from the 
Government. When they did not have enough seeds for their farms, they asked others in the 
village to share, and replaced the borrowed seeds in the following season. In some cases, 
those who did not have seeds prepared farms and received seeds from others and then 
divided the harvest equally. Others made sure they always saved seed for the following 
season. This respondent from Afaloicai village, who, like all subsistence farmers grows all 
her household food, said: 
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 Ai-Luka 1 (cassava), Ai-Luka 2 (cassava), Ai-Luka 4 (cassava), Hohrae 1 (sweet potato), Hohrae 2 (sweet potato), Hohrae 3 
(sweet potato), Nakroma (rice), Noi Mutin (maize), Sele (maize), Suwan 5 (maize), Utamua (peanut) (SoL, 2014).  
24
 The Cooperativa Café Timor (CCT)-National Cooperative Business Association of the USA (NCBA) (Piedade, 2003). It is the 
organic coffee certificate holder in Timor-Leste for coffee export. 
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When harvesting, we need to put aside the best yields for seedlings for the following 
year and store them separately from the ones for food. Even if we have nothing to 
eat, the seeds saved for seedlings are not consumed. If we eat those seeds, we 
won’t have the seedlings for the following planting season. We have been doing this 
since the Indonesian occupation because we do not have money to buy seeds (Eva, 
November, 2013).  
This testimony, and many others about local seeds, highlights the importance placed upon 
them in meeting the local need for seeds. This suggests a contradiction in the views of the 
Minister for Agriculture and SoL, respectively, which indicated that some of the local seeds 
were no longer good for seedlings, or that a lack of improved germplasm had become an 
obstacle to food production. Eva’s story about saving seeds demonstrates that local crop 
production using local knowledge and local seeds can help address food insecurity in the 
country. This finding was echoed by Lemos (2009, p. 64) in an interview the MAFF Research 
Director who noted that local seeds, when given similar treatment, could match the yield of 
HYVs introduced by SoL. This would especially be the case if the Government supported 
them by addressing local water systems, storage and markets for local foods. Poor storage 
was mentioned regularly by respondents in this study. For instance, Luis, a full-time farmer 
stated that the post-harvest loss of beans and corn was a major problem in Afaloicai. In this 
context, farmers resorted to selling beans immediately, even cheaply, after harvest so as to 
avoid them becoming mouldy, which could occur in as little as 2–3 months.  
6.3.2 The patrimonial nature of the distribution of tractors 
Despite the lack of realistic mechanisation policies that identified appropriate sites and 
economic return from the investment in tractors (Viegas, 2003), post-independence 
governments have shown great interest in agricultural modernisation. This can be observed 
in the Minister for Agriculture’s narrative below in response to tractor distribution policy:  
The Government wants to modernise farming practices by changing traditional 
farming tools from crowbars, hoes and spades to tractors. Our objective is to make 
agriculture an attractive sector for foreign investors. With tractors, farmers can 
cultivate more land and increase production. Subsistence farmers have little 
production because they can only cultivate small farms, using their own power. We 
anticipated that problems would arise from hand tractor distribution, while the big 
tractors are managed by the Ministry, but our policy is to support farmers and not 
become directly involved in crop production (MAFF, February, 2014). 
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This policy resulted in a significant increase in the number of tractors in the country. 
Between 2006 and 2011, a total of 2906 units (2591 hand tractors and 315 large and 
medium-sized tractors) were distributed throughout the country (da Cruz, 2013; RDTL, 
2011). This is up from 100 hand tractors and 13 big and medium tractors in 2006/2007 
(RDTL, 2011). This has cost the Government about US$23 million, alongside an additional 
US$1.5 million in repairs and maintenance (da Cruz, 2013). However, tractor distribution did 
not follow a pattern, was sporadic and had no clear focus (see Chapter Two). Many farmer 
respondents in this study felt unsupported by the Government, such as an Afaloicai village 
leader who observed his fellow villagers relied only on their own power, without assistance 
from the Ministry of Agriculture. He described his disbelief at decision-makers’ inability to 
address the problems facing his rural village:  
We are saddened by the Ministry of Agriculture’s policies of agricultural development. 
They only focus on tractors. Tractors are not good for our village, but other machines 
such as those for rice threshing and milling would be good for us, but we do not get 
them.  For rice cultivation we need buffaloes but these are not part of the Ministry’s 
program. We received some buffaloes during the Indonesian occupation. Now we get 
nothing at all. If those working in the Ministry of Agriculture are patriotic and 
nationalist, they should devise programs to support villagers to produce food and 
should not only think about themselves. We have submitted several proposals to 
MAFF Baucau district office and in Dili requesting buffaloes but have never received 
any response. That’s why we continue using hoes, crowbars, machetes and wooden 
bars, which slow down our efforts in field preparation (Mario, July, 2013).  
Another respondent, a university student in Dili, just returning home (Afaloicai) to help out 
family farming activities, voiced her frustration about the inability of the Ministry of Agriculture 
to deliver service to rural areas:  
This village has a lot potential but the MAF is just concentrating its efforts in areas 
closer to Dili, which have better roads and communication networks. They distributed 
tractors and other farming machines to other areas but nothing to this village. We can 
see those farming along main roads from Laga to Manatuto district are using 
machines, but our parents are just using their own power, so we can see many fields 
are not cultivated (Julia, Oct. 2013).  
Students recounted similar stories during the seminar in Dili as part of this research. An 
agriculture student from the National University of Timor-Leste said:  
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The Minister of Agriculture spent a lot of money to buy tractors but mainly distributed 
these to his political party supporters. In my village, Gariwai, the Ministry 
implemented the program of free tilling but field officers charge our mothers, if they 
are unable to pay, they would only spend one or two hours tilling the land, they would 
leave. This made our parents unable to increase crop production (Nando, February, 
2014).   
These narratives show how frustrated farmers are in rural villages when it comes to 
government programs. Farmers’ expectations were high while government policies also 
strengthened a culture of dependency on the part of citizens to its services. These 
testimonies can also be seen as evidence of an ill-conceived policy of service delivery, with 
a bias towards those aligned with political parties. The same sentiment was echoed in the 
Fatubolu village when respondents spoke about the Ministry of Agriculture’s program being 
biased, with a focus on corn and rice production, neglecting the importance of other crops, 
including coffee. As a hamlet chief explained when questioned about government programs 
in his village:  
The Ministry of Agriculture has never distributed anything to our village. We just sell 
coffee cherries because we do not have a machine for pulping; we get very little 
money for our coffee. If we had machines and knew how to process coffee, it would 
increase our income. However, the Ministry of Agriculture’s policy is only focusing on 
rice and corn production, but here in the village, we produce coffee. So the 
independence is making those who are rich become richer while the poor become 
poorer (Guilherme, May, 2013). 
In Comoro Village, Helena who is a vegetable vendor said: 
There is not much local produce in the market even though the Government is 
investing a lot in tractors. It is a good incentive for farmers but the problem is farmers 
are not motivated because there is too much cheap rice in the market. We do not 
have much local rice in the market either and only buy white rice. Even the modo 
tahan (various types of green vegetables) that I sell also face competition with the 
Chinese people because now they also sell them in the supermarkets (Helena, June, 
2013). 
These accounts show the impact of ill-planned agricultural interventions as benefiting some, 
while negatively impacting others. Most politicians, academics and NGO representatives 
indicated that they were not against the policies of supporting farmers. Yet they argued that 
it should be done through good planning and based on local contexts to maximise the return. 
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Demonstrating this, one Centre of Studies for Peace and Development (CEPAD) 
representative, who has worked with various NGOs and UN agencies at national and 
international level, when questioned about the agriculture modernisation approach taken by 
the Ministry of Agriculture, stated:  
Tractor distribution was undertaken even at the places where tractors are not 
needed. We might need tractors at some places but other places might not. So what 
are local technologies that need to be improved, such as using water buffalo for 
trampling rice fields? Without considering the local context, regardless of how you 
modernise agriculture it will not be successful (CEPAD, February, 2014). 
Many respondents recounted stories of ill-conceived agricultural development and tractor 
distribution and inappropriate technology. Some said that poor planning allowed the Ministry 
to use state resources for political purposes. A prominent political figure and former speaker 
of the National Parliament and president of the opposition party, argued:   
Up to now the food insecurity problem exists. We bought too many tractors and 
handed them out to farmers like cassava and sweet potato, but most are now besi 
sokata hotu (out of order). Those who are members or militants of Minister Mariano’s 
party received tractors while others are marginalised. It shows that the Ministry does 
not have a policy. There is no annual crop production plan within the Ministry so they 
bought tractors and just handed them out for free but the recipients do not know how 
to use and maintain them. We have invested a lot but received no return and 
continue to be dependent on importation. We are trying to copy policies from other 
countries, which do not resonate with our context (FRETILIN, February 2014).   
A senior lecturer at the National University of Timor-Leste (UNTL), who has a Master’s 
degree in agriculture and previously worked for the Ministry of Agriculture stated: 
Tractor distribution was unjust, some political party supporters received tractors, 
despite not being farmers, and rented them out to farmers. A specific example was in 
Maliana, where a person who lives in the upland areas and has no rice fields 
whatsoever received tractors and rented them to farmers who own and do rice 
cultivation. It served as a disincentive to farmers for continued involvement in food 
production. The Ministry of Agriculture seems to only address the need of its party 
supporters, which is not good if we want to keep farmers in farms to produce food 
(UNTL 3, January, 2014). 
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These stories show that the MAFF’s policies of distributing tractors do not recognise the real 
needs of the country in terms of improving crop production. Some areas that were unsuitable 
for tractor use, with hilly and rocky terrain, also received the machines. However, 
communities in Fatubolu and Afaloicai villages complained of not receiving what they 
needed to improve their crop production.  
6.3.3 The programs of The People Grow and Government Buys and 
One Village One Product  
The post-independence governments, especially the AMP and BGK, have been promoting 
market-based approaches to food production through various programs such as The People 
Grow and Government Buys (PKGS, Provo Kuda Governu Sosa) and One Village One 
Product (SIPI, Suco Ida Produtu Ida). The Ministry of Tourism, Commerce and Industry 
(MTCI) introduced the former program during the AMP Government, while several ministries 
including the MAFF and MCIE in the BGK Government discussed the latter. The SIPI 
program links with the idea of productive zone(s), or regionalised food production using 
comparative advantage theory (RDTL, 2011), and in many ways is a continuation of PKGS. 
When asked about these programs, the Minister for Agriculture explained: 
The main objective of SIPI is to increase production of a specific crop in a village or a 
region for local use and exports with the objective of neutralising importation and 
attracting foreign investment in the sector. This does not mean that we stop 
diversifying local crop production for consumption. For business purposes, people 
need to grow different products to avoid competing with each other. SIPI means a 
product that can give economic return to the growers and can also respond to the 
strategic development plan, which states that by 2030 Timor-Leste will become an 
upper-middle income country (MAFF, February, 2014).  
And the MCIE said: 
The objective of PKGS program was to initiate a business opportunity for the private 
sector. However, despite its name, The People Grows and Government Buys does 
not mean that the Government should become entrepreneurs competing with the 
private sector. The Government is only a facilitator and it is the private sector’s 
responsibility to operationalise the market (MAFF, November, 2013). 
This program received a great deal of interest from both growers and consumers and was 
enthusiastically promoted by the Government. Signs about the program–most bearing a 
picture of the Minister ‘glowing’ in apparent beneficence, were put everywhere in the country. 
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Most respondents in this study talked enthusiastically about the program but said the 
program failed in its implementation. In Afaloicai, one respondent, who is a community 
leader and a former hamlet chief, reacted angrily when prompted with the PKGS program 
and said:  
During the AMP Government, the MTCI came up with the program of PKGS and put 
up signs everywhere about the program. The villagers worked hard and even opened 
more land for bean production and had good bean production in 2011 but no one 
came to buy it here. This discouraged farmers from growing beans again. Now 
villagers only grow enough for household consumption, if we have a small surplus we 
sell in the market, but often no buyers. If the program is implemented as it is said, I 
think Afaloicai is the best place for beans and everyone in this village grows beans. 
However, the problem is sometimes the Government does not fulfil its promises and 
this is what has happened during the AMP Government (Valente, July, 2013).   
Participants in Fatubolu village also narrated similar experiences about the failure of the 
Government to deliver large programs, such as PKGS. Many participants in Fatubolu village, 
for example, were upset by the Government’s PKGS program because coffee was not 
included. As Carlos, a youth leader and full-time coffee farmer described: 
The Government said PKGS but they never bought our coffee. They only bought food 
crops but not coffee, which is the main produce of our village. They leave coffee to 
the companies to determine the price and pay us very little. Why don’t they help us to 
improve coffee production, which has been the main export for our country, before 
looking into other crops? (Ameu, May, 2013). 
These two accounts illustrate the limited capacity on the part of the Government, especially 
the MCIE to run large programs such as PKGS. As discussed in Chapter Five, most of the 
local products were rotting in the warehouse while importation grew annually. Ameu’s 
narrative shows another further limit to export market engagement in which the program 
exposes farmers to the vagaries of global price fluctuations, especially for coffee. This puts 
farmers in a more difficult situation in terms of providing food for their family.  
Many other respondents questioned the Government’s ability, especially the capacities of 
relevant ministries to implement the programs of PKGS and SIPI. They used examples, such 
as the Government’s purchase of various local products through PFGS, which was 
mismanaged, leaving food to rot in the government warehouse. A respondent, who is a kiosk 
owner and vendor in Comoro village, said: 
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The Government bought a lot of local products throughout the country but just left 
them in the warehouse without preservation. It is a good policy but we do not have 
the capacity and technology to process foods. The Ministry did not know where to 
begin. Consequently, it just wasted state money. It would have been good if the 
Government invested in small food processing industries and incentivised them to 
buy and process local food prior to storing or selling to the customers (Gastão, 
January, 2014).  
Both district and national markets are dominated by cheap imported white rice, which means 
there is no market for local produce. Therefore, many respondents believe that diversified 
crop production is the best way to ensure sufficient food for their family because putting 
more attention on one crop, such as beans, which could fail to have a good yield or have no 
buyers, would be catastrophic. As a respondent, who lived in Afaloicai and grew beans and 
other crops for household consumption stated: 
With the limited marketing opportunities for local products, we cannot produce only 
beans or put more efforts into increasing its yield. If we follow the policy (SIPI), we 
would die when the crop fails or rots due to the unpredictable climate. How would we 
survive? We cannot afford to buy food because we do not have money. It’s even very 
hard to earn US$0.05 in the village (Agostu, July, 2013). 
These discourses show clear concerns with a market-based approach to food security. On 
the one hand, local reality is not yet ready to accept market-based or commercial agriculture, 
as demonstrated in the various responses of participants – including a lack of market 
opportunities, limited buyers, poor road conditions, high transport costs and lack of small 
industries to purchase local produce. In addition, in the face of an unpredictable climate, as 
Agostu indicated above, it would be more helpful for a smallholding subsistence family to 
continue to diversify its crop production25. Continuing the push for agricultural modernisation 
and market-based policies, despite local evidence, could undermine the good intentions the 
Government has towards tackling food insecurity and supporting complete food 
independence.  
6.3.4 Exclusion of famers in decision-making processes  
This section focuses on the potential drawbacks of a techno-fix approach on democratic 
decision-making processes. Decision-making is an exercise of power, which is the capacity 
to have an effect; that is to cause or prevent something from happening (Eyben, 2004). In 
                                               
25
 See Chapter Seven for more discussion on climate change and food production in Timor-Leste 
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Timor-Leste, as detailed in Chapter Two, power relations are structured around uma lisan 
(house of origin) where strong social cohesion is constructed (Dale & Butterworth, 2010). 
This arrangement has been intact throughout foreign occupation and administrations, as the 
Portuguese and Indonesian governments reprehensively ruled through local kings, despite 
some changes made to replace rebellious kings with those loyal to the respective rulers 
(Hohe, 2002). Many respondents in this study argued that the post-independence 
governments had been so impressed with agricultural modernisation that they ignored the 
basic building blocks of Timorese societies. In some ways, the approach to agricultural 
development, as Estanislau pointed out below, was almost the same under previous regimes 
where local people were not consulted. As an elderly respondent in Afaloicai who lived 
through Portuguese and Indonesian periods explained: 
The Portuguese ruled us from subdistricts through a Village Chief and Hamlet Chiefs. 
Village Chiefs obtained instructions from the subdistrict administrator and then 
passed them to Hamlet Chiefs to implement. We had no power and we did as we 
were told (Jose, July, 2013). 
And another respondent from Fatubolu village said:  
During Indonesian occupation, decisions were made at subdistrict or district levels 
and they just sent technical assistants (field officers) to help farmers to show us the 
best way of improving farming practices and crop production (Manuel, August, 2013).  
These accounts highlight the non-participatory nature of decision-making at 
national/provincial levels during both the Portuguese and Indonesian occupations. As 
discussed previously, local people faced forced work and punishments under the colonial 
masters (see Chapters Two and Five). However, at the village level, kinship decision-making 
was largely intact throughout these occupations. Many respondents who had lived under the 
Portuguese and Indonesian regimes narrated similar stories across the three villages of the 
study sites and showed their eagerness to have a say in the post-independence period. As 
Anderson (2006a) had earlier observed, despite the enthusiasm at local level, the aid, trade 
and security relationships in the post-independence period made the process of decision-
making more complex, rendering inclusive, authentic participation by those affected by 
decisions elusive. In this context, international actors arriving in the aftermath of 1999 
Referendum increasingly dominate decision-making in the post-independence era. They 
paid little attention to existing socio-cultural structures and initiated a new process based on 
a techno-fix agenda and market-based approaches, which mainly relied on foreign experts, 
elites, and top-down scientific discourses. Many grassroots respondents in this study said 
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they did not have a say in the Government plan or program because the national leaders 
decided everything. As a hamlet chief in Comoro village put it: 
Ministers made decisions in collaboration with international experts. We, the 
community leaders at village level, have never been consulted even though we live 
closer to our people every day (Estanislau, June, 2013).  
And an NGO representative, who was also a leader in Timor-Leste Campesina Movement 
(MOKATIL), when asked about decision-making processes for agricultural development, 
said: 
The Ministry of Agriculture is listening more to scientists with SoL. For instance, when 
writing seed laws, the Ministry would call for meetings with stakeholders but in fact 
give more weight to the views of the scientists with SoL because they work closer 
with MAFF (FONGTIL, January, 2014). 
The respondents described a similar story about the decision-making processes across the 
three study sites. Many respondents felt betrayed by their own government because they did 
not deliver what was promised during election campaigns. And a widow coffee farmer, 
whose only coffee farm was destroyed by the decision taken at national level to establish 
electricity grids, stated: 
During election campaigns, our leaders told they us they would increase our coffee 
prices. They have delivered nothing on that promise, coffee prices continue going 
down. Now, a company owned by a veteran was selected by the Government to 
establish electricity grids in the village. They cut down trees and destroyed my only 
coffee farm but without compensation. They never consulted us but announced on 
the street that no one should obstruct development. How would my family be 
sustained when my only coffee farm was destroyed? We had suffered during foreign 
occupation; now in the independence we continue to be the victims (Ofelia, August, 
2014).   
These findings critique the participation model used to make important decisions for national 
development. They show that the post-independence governments have increasingly relied 
on experts, scientific discourses and elites to make decisions, while those affected by the 
policies had no direct engagement in the process. This top-down, elite-based decision-
making does not allow opportunity for inclusive and authentic participation in planning and 
decision-making processes (see Dryzek, 2009; Lyons, 2013). In addition, these narratives 
show that the Government held meetings with stakeholders, however there was no 
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meaningful engagement with local people. These findings resonate with the bottom rungs of 
Arnstain’s citizens’ participation ladder (Arnstein, 1969), referred to as nonparticipation (see 
Chapter Three).  
However, at the kinship or household level, decisions about resource allocation, such as 
land or farming activities, are based on social cohesion and equity. For instance, all the rural 
respondents indicated decisions for faming activities were a family matter, so husband and 
wife needed to decide together. As a respondent revealed: 
Farming is a family matter so we always work together. My husband is responsible 
for clearing and ploughing the soil and sometimes, I also help but my role is to sow 
seeds. When my husband is busy doing work, I plough the land and kids after school 
also helped us (Lia, May, 2013).  
In terms of resource allocation at a kinship level, it was decided by kinship leaders or 
otherwise as family issue. A respondent in Afaloicai village, who is a traditional leader, said: 
We divided resources within our family equally. Daughters do not get land because 
when they get married they would leave us to live with the husband’s family. In some 
cases, if the husband’s family did not have enough land, we could give some land to 
them. We consider that as the belongings of our daughter, which she can use in her 
new family but when we do any cultural celebration she and her husband need to 
come to participate and sometimes they bring money, goats and tais (traditional 
cloths). If they don’t come, we can take the land back. Recently it happened to a 
family whose land was taken back because they failed to comply with the 
arrangement. Now the relationship has broken down and is difficult to restore (Joao, 
January, 2014).  
In summary, this section has shown a range of critiques of the mechanisms employed by the 
post-independence governments in decision-making processes. The analysis shows that the 
techno-fix approach has not only discredited local knowledge and skills that had served local 
communities for generations, but also hindered wider communities’ participation in 
identifying problems specific to their context and contributing in finding appropriate solutions. 
This resonates with the proposition by Bello (2009) that a neoliberal market-based approach 
to food security is an enemy to participatory democracy, the environment and traditional 
farming practices. The alternative decision-making at the grassroots level was constructed 
around complex socio-cultural relationships whose objective was to strengthen social 
cohesion, which could provide protection in a bad situation, as Joao described above. The 
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failure to recognise the importance of social reality has led to a minimal return for a 
significant investment in mechanisation, irrigation, new seeds and other services.  
6.4 The costs of techno-fix policies 
This section discusses the costs of modernisation policies through the lens of food system 
sustainability. As outlined in Chapter Three, a sustainable food system can only be assured 
when the food system provides sufficient food with minimal negative impacts on the 
environment and “in a manner that takes account of the new nutritional picture dominated by 
the coincidence of overconsumption, underconsumption and mal-consumption” (Lang, 2010, 
p. 276).  As such this discussion is organised around the three paradigms of sustainability: 
environmental, economic and social, also known as the triple bottom line of sustainability 
(Lawrence, 2005).  
6.4.1 Environmental impacts  
All farmer respondents in this study revealed that they do not use chemical inputs as part of 
their farming activities, but rather relied on rai metan (compost). This is due to various 
reasons, including a bad experience in the past, having no knowledge about using them, 
and concerns that it might make them dependent on external inputs. As a coffee farmer in 
Fatubolu village who had received some information about external inputs during the 
Indonesian occupation stated:    
We do not know how to use abudus (chemical fertilisers) properly. If we use it once, 
every year we have to do the same but if we don’t because we could not afford it, 
then our soil is degraded. That’s why we do not use chemical fertiliser and only use 
rai metan (Inacio, 2013) 
Another respondent, a coffee farmer, who had bad experience about chemical fertilisers in 
the past reasoned: 
When the coffee tree or other food crops do not grow well, I look for compost up in 
the hills or close to riverbanks and place it around the crops so that they can grow 
well. Now, I do not use chemical fertilisers because I have used it once during the 
Indonesian occupation and it destroyed my coffee trees rather than helping them to 
grow well. So now I do not use them anymore. When trees die there is no more 
income for my family (Xavier, July, 2013).  
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These narratives illustrate environmentally friendly farming practices, despite farmers not 
specifically speaking about the environmental impacts of farming activities. Similar narratives 
were recounted by all respondents in Afaloicai village as part of their rationale for not using 
chemical inputs. However, in my field observations I noticed farmers across two rural study 
sites were using some farming practices that could contribute to environmental problems, 
albeit minor ones, such as burning crop residues and shifting cultivation, through slash and 
burn, especially in Afaloicai village. However, the practices of growing more crops in 
subsistence farming systems in the village also contributed to biological diversity, which can 
provide carbon sequestration, improvements in habitat for diverse species, and other 
benefits, thereby contributing benefits, especially in the context of climate change (see 
Chapter Seven). 
Despite the significant benefits of non-chemical farming practices for smallholder family 
farms, the post-independence governments have opted for agricultural modernisation. When 
questioned on the environmental impact of the agricultural modernisation approach 
encouraged by the Government of Timor-Leste, a respondent who works both as an 
academic and an advisor to the MCIE, and who was once involved in the SoL project, 
argued:  
Timorese farmers, despite the fact that they do not know how read and write, have 
in-depth technical knowledge about how best to increase crop production or use 
farming practices that do not destroy the soil or environment. They have the best 
knowledge suitable to their conditions, so we do not have to teach them new 
techniques. It is better for us to learn from them and provide them the necessary 
facilities to increase crop production. They might not have seeds or storage facilities, 
the Government can provide them those, if they have good produce, the Government 
should buy them, rather than teaching them how to do weeding or sowing seeds a 
defined distance. Our people in rural areas know better than that about techniques 
(UNTL 1, January, 2014).  
These findings show the importance of valuing local knowledge and farmers’ expertise 
related to good farming practice. They implicitly underscore that part of the reason for the 
failure of many government projects to provide substantial returns in terms of helping people 
to have food security is due to a lack of appropriate communication mechanisms between 
decision-makers and farmers, which has been discussed as the one of the main causes of 
food insecurity in Timor-Leste. Apart from the environmental problems associated with 
modernised agriculture, many respondents also voiced their concerns over inappropriate use 
of the limited agricultural land due to ill-defined development purposes. For instance, many 
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respondents spoke about conversion of agricultural land in the south coast to Industrial 
zones. This change, coupled with lands that have been allocated to plantations and for other 
development purposes, would further restrict Timor-Leste’s ability to produce its own food 
and thereby become self-sufficient. Other authors have echoed similar concerns (Anderson, 
2008). As an UNTL academic respondent pointed out: 
We are implementing many large-scale infrastructure projects, especially in the south 
coast, which eliminate lands for farming activities. Every year arable land is being 
reduced. This not only worsens our food insecurity situation but could also fuels 
social insecurity in the country (UNTL 2, January, 2014). 
These accounts illustrate some environmental problems associated with the agricultural 
activities in Timor-Leste. Unsustainable traditional farming or subsistence farming practices 
in Timor-Leste also contribute to minor environmental problems, including small-scale 
deforestation, decline in soil fertility and soil erosion (Metzner, 1977; RDTL, 2008; da Silva, 
2010). The absence of chemical inputs and low energy intensity in subsistence food 
production, trade and processing relying on human power in rural farming activities can be 
seen as environmentally friendly practices (see Oosterveer & Sonnenfeld, 2012). While the 
agriculture development path pursued by the Government of Timor-Leste has, according to 
many authors, been largely responsible for environmental destruction, which in turn can 
have a significant long-term negative impact on crop production (Altieri & Merrick, 1987; 
Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002; Lawrence, 2005; Oosterveer & Sonnenfeld, 2012). In addition, 
the modernisation of agriculture was developed within an assumption of land abundance and 
water availability – both of which are lacking in Timor-Leste – alongside entrenched 
agrochemical use to increase yields (McKittrick, 2012). With this incongruence, pursuing 
modernised agriculture in a small country like Timor-Leste, coupled with limited scientific 
knowledge and technologies, is set to lead to further destruction of the local environment, 
which might be difficult to revive. 
6.4.2  Economic costs  
Farming activities in rural Timor-Leste are not just an economic activity, but also a way of 
life, given the majority of the population are subsistence farmers whose livelihoods are 
compromised when they stop producing food (da Silva, 2010). However, the pursuit of 
agricultural modernisation has undermined this livelihood as farmers abandon their farms in 
search of cash jobs to feed their families. As a Former Deputy Prime Minister, who has a 
deep understanding about policies of agri-food development, stated:  
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In the post-dependence, we do not have a plan for agricultural development. 
Indonesia implemented many programs such as using buffaloes for field trampling 
but we do not adopt them. There is no connection between rural areas and urban 
centres to facilitate food trading. People in mountainous areas continue not eating 
fish despite us having a lot of it here. I do not understand what kind of system we 
have for agricultural development. We can develop our system but at least we 
appreciate what has been implemented before and make changes when necessary. 
This has made many people abandon their farms to seek cash work in Dili, which 
puts pressure on prices in the market. Those who cannot afford to pay high prices 
suffer (Former Deputy PM, February, 2014).  
The CEPAD representative spoke of a similar concern when he stated: 
 We have developed a society where politicians, directors and those who have the 
access to the state system become part of the upper class.…We see many four 
wheel drives and restaurants everywhere but they are only limited to upper class 
people. The poor and vulnerable people continue struggling, even just to get some 
rice for their families. What about the poor and those who have no access to land, 
own no land, who understand nothing about how to manage and handle a tractor and 
do not access the imported seeds from outside? They will be marginalised forever 
(CEPAD, February 2014). 
Villager respondents across the three villages expressed similar frustrations. For instance, a 
village leader who had always lived in the Afalocai village and had served as a hamlet chief 
since the late Portuguese occupation, said:  
If we continue relying on food importation and do not improve our local food 
production through government programs, we will have big problems in the future as 
what happened in the early Indonesian occupation where many people lost their 
loved ones due to food shortages. This might happen again in the future if we are not 
cautious now, because rainfall is changing and rice bags are getting more expensive 
(Jose, July, 2013). 
These findings illustrate some serious social and economic concerns about the techno-fix 
approach and market-based policies for food security. Among such concerns, the findings 
demonstrate that relying on the market in the current situation is not helpful to farmers due to 
the lack of facilities that can allow local people to participate in the market. In addition, these 
findings also show the market-based approach has taken away the power from the 
Government to negotiate market prices, including for coffee prices. Therefore, tying food 
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security to international trade and export creates a whole new order of risks, which the 
Government is unable to manage. Jose’s account underscores the importance of being self-
sufficient in terms of food provisioning as a best strategy in the context of climate change26. 
The former Deputy Prime Minister’s narrative underscores profound disarray within the 
Government’s approach to agri-food development. This has not only affected local food 
production and trade, but also caused many rural poor to abandon their farms in search of 
cash jobs in urban centres, conditions which have not only resulted in unemployment 
increases in cities, but also triggered a surge in food prices (McWilliam, 2015). 
Consequently, rural farmers who were hoping to have a better life in cities become 
vulnerable to food insecurity because their wages are not enough to feed their families. This 
is also known in the literature as “semi-proletariat [which] does not reflect a process of social 
transformation but rather one of growing immiseration” (Akram-Lodhi, 2009, p. 612). This 
conviction is also present in the CEPAD representative’s narrative about the post-
independence government of Timor-Leste which has, through the current development 
approach, constructed a new social class “the elites”, which include members of the 
Government and directors who have access to the state system, while the poor continue to 
be entrenched in poverty. Therefore, the contemporary agri-food developmental policies in 
Timor-Leste, as can be observed in many other countries, only serve to expand global 
markets on the one hand, while creating exclusion and food insecurity for the poor and 
subsistence farmers on the other (Chakrabarti, 2014). 
6.4.3 Socio-cultural impacts  
Crop production in Timor-Leste is enshrined in cultural traditions. As part of crop production, 
communities throughout the country perform ritual ceremonies to pay tribute to the ancestral 
spirits before planting or harvesting crops (da Silva, 2010). This ritual exchange is often used 
to maintain a balance between the material world, which is inhabited by living things, and the 
cosmos, which is inhibited by the spirits and ancestors. Failure to keep the material world 
and the cosmos in balance would result in significant negative consequences, including 
harvest failure and sickness (Babo-Soares, 2004). However, the perception of ritual 
ceremonies and social cohesion, as discussed below, has changed due to agricultural 
modernisation and religious belief. A respondent in Afaloicai village, whose husband is 
responsible for the village’s Catholic chapel, said: 
In the past my parents and many villagers conducted ritual ceremonies for crop 
production because we were in itana lalena (in the dark, literally) “Backward or not 
enlightened’’, now we are in the modern era, everything depends on our efforts and 
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 More discussion about food production and climate change is in Chapter Seven. 
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tools that we are using for farming practices. So we do not perform ritual ceremonies 
anymore (Maria, September, 2013). 
Many respondents in Afaloicai village gave the similar reasons–discussing aspects of 
modernity and religious teaching–as the main factors reducing their performance of ritual 
ceremonies. This contradicts sharply to Fatubolu village, where all of the respondents 
believed ritual ceremonies were still very important in their farming activities. As a 
respondent, Henrique, a junior high school teacher and coffee farmer with a great belief in 
ancestral power over lands—as the ancestors had used and secured the lands for the 
current owners—said:    
Before harvesting crops, we need firstly to thank our ancestors and the spirits so that 
they continue keeping an eye on us and give produce to our lands. When there is no 
water or long drought the lia nain (word keeper, literally) ‘‘traditional judge’’ talks to rai 
nain (land keeper, literally) ‘‘the spirits’’ at the sacral well to give us rain (Henrique, 
May, 2013). 
In terms of community cohesion, many respondents, across all categories, stated that in the 
past villagers supported and helped each other when in need, through various activities 
including land preparation, planting and harvesting. However, as people gained access to 
more money and technology, community practices have also been reshaped and can have 
significant impacts on crop production.   
Many other respondents at the national level spoke about various contributing factors to this 
social change, including rice subsidies, payments to veterans and elderly people, and 
market-based approaches to food security. For instance, one respondent, who was a 
national advisor to MCIE, and also the founder of HABURAS—a local NGO that works for 
sustainable development and environmental issues—argued: 
Tractor distribution through a quickly-formed group, which sometimes is done 
according to political lines, destroys social cohesion because some groups receive 
tractors due to their connections while others are marginalised. One group might 
control technology and seeds, another controls water, needed for irrigation, because 
they live upstream. This also affects crop production, which contributes to food 
insecurity. Community cohesion is enshrined in uma lisan (house of origin) and can 
be destroyed by political policies. It should have been appropriate to embrace uma 
lisan for tractor distribution and other services, but the Government failed to consider 
the existing social and cultural order to tie people together. That’s why, despite all 
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investment in tractors, seeds and irrigation, we have not had sufficient food 
production (HABURAS, February, 2014). 
In terms of traditional knowledge in crop production, most of the farmer respondents showed 
a complex understanding of farming, the environment and the nature of seed savings and 
how various crops were planted together. This knowledge helps farmers and their families 
have sufficient food, thereby preventing hunger and starvation. Through my observations, I 
saw farmers cultivate different crops including corn, beans, pumpkins, bananas, cassava, 
taro, sweet potatoes, canna, and various seasonal fruit trees. However, modern agriculture 
tends to look down on these diverse cropping systems. As the respondent from PERMATIL 
said:  
Each region of Timor-Leste has its own food calendar [time for planting, harvesting 
and consuming different foods throughout the year], people know when to grow and 
harvest every food crop for good nutrition. However, the Government policy is only 
focusing on corn and rice production. We used scientific and technological 
knowledge to impose our ideas on farmers in rural areas. We say everything farmers 
do is not right. We tend to forget the long process that has taken these farmers to get 
where they are now in their food production and consumption. Undermining local 
knowledge is disastrous and would give rise to more food insecurity (PERMATIL, 
January, 2014).  
These narratives show how modernisation, without consideration of the local contexts and 
values, affects the livelihoods of local communities. Cultural ceremonies are important for 
strengthening social connection and sharing, but have been reshaped by the agricultural 
development model being pursued by the Government. Such trends have also been 
observed in other parts of the world, including Peru (Davis, 2013).  
In summary, this section has discussed the impact of modernist techno-fix solutions to 
agricultural development in Timor-Leste. The analysis shows that the conventional approach 
has failed to build a sustainable national food system for several reasons. First, it impacts on 
the ability of farmers to provide food for their families, as farmers abandon their farms in 
search of cash in urban centres. In addition, the approaches of the Government to service 
delivery, including the supply of tractors, has impacted on community cohesion. As many 
respondents indicated, in the past villagers were able to help each other in land preparation. 
However the modernisatioin approach has reshaped community relationships through 
financial means. Secondly, economically the modernist techno-fix approach has benefited 
only the elites and those with access to state resources, which fuels class differentiation. 
This is similar to observations made in other countries, including Vietnam, where Fortier and 
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Thi Thu Trang (2013) observe that agricultural modernisation fuels vertical and horizontal 
accumulation, which mainly benefits those in possession of power. Similar development 
patterns can be observed in Timor-Leste, where a modernisatio  approach has fuelled 
horizontal accumulation, as evidenced through the politically-compromised distribution of 
tractors, and vertical accumulation, seen in the creation of demand for new seeds, tractors 
and other technological factors. Finally, experience from other countries shows the 
modernist techno-fix approach has delivered significant environmental impacts. Many 
respondents in this study articulate concerns that decision-makers have not learnt from 
those experiences (see Fresco, 2009). This, coupled with an ill-defined development plan, 
has transformed primary agricultural land into industrial zones.  
6.5 Conclusion 
This chapter discusses government agricultural development policy in the post-
independence period, which is based on the promises of agricultural modernisation. In this 
chapter I have presented and discussed the premise and the costs associated with the 
Government’s agricultural modernisation approach to food security. In analysing the key 
premise, I have drawn on literature on sustainability, modernisation and decision-making.  
The chapter began by underlining the premise of agriculture as enabling factors for the 
Government to pursue agricultural modernisation, citing the 1965 Green Revolution 
experience in India as a reference. An analysis was made of how the move towards 
modernisation compelled the post-independence decision-makers to begin viewing local 
farming practices and associated knowledge, which has a proven ability to feed the 
population over many years, as a ‘‘backwardness’’ that is mainly responsible for food 
insecurity in Timor-Leste. The change initiated a new process of development, including one 
which mainly relied on new seeds—the so-called HYVs from centres belonging to CGIAR—
as well as mechanisation, cash crops, and scientific-based decision-making processes.  
The chapter then presented costs associated with the techno-fix and scientific approaches to 
decision-making through a sustainability paradigm, otherwise known as the tipple bottom line 
of sustainable development—the environment, economy and society (Lawrence, 2005). The 
analysis shows how a lack of consideration for the local contexts and values impeded the 
successful implementation of government programs in order to address food insecurity. In 
other words, the chapter shows policies that were insensitive to local practices and socio-
cultural arrangements hindered the successful implementation of the program, which was 
supposed to address food insecurity. It also shows a modernisation approach to a food 
system in the current context has fuelled social class formation, with a privileged few 
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benefiting the most from the development approach, at the expense of the poor and 
vulnerable. This is because agricultural modernisation promotes the opportunities of 
accumulation for those able to access the state system. The case of seed and tractor 
distribution provided evidence of winners and losers in the current agricultural modernisation 
approach. Through these processes, an opportunity has been constructed to expose local 
food production to global markets, rendering farmers reliant upon trade to produce food and 
feed their family in the future. In this context, the national food system continues to become 
more vulnerable to external power influences. This development, coupled with market-driven 
policies (see Chapter Five), is fuelling the rise of a new political economy with dominant 
interests that are vested in the modernisation approach that could represent a significant 
obstacle for the development of a sustainable food system—food sovereignty—in the 
country.  
Importantly, the analysis in this chapter also reasoned that food production problems were 
not merely technical issues, which could be solved through distributing high-yielding seeds 
and tractors, building irrigation or pursuing cash crops. They are multifaceted and 
interrelated problems with social, cultural, environmental and economic dimensions. These 
are in line with Altieri’s argument, about two-and-a-half-decades ago, about agricultural 
development programs that were merely focusing on technical issues while ignoring other 
essential factors in food productions (Altrieri, 1990). Despite these problems, the 
Government is showing no sign of slowing down its agricultural modernisation in order to 
deliver food security and self-sufficiency.  
The findings in the chapter also demonstrate a picture of confused agricultural development 
in Timor-Leste. For instance, the Minister for Agriculture indicated his ministry’s policies were 
aimed at self-sufficiency through reliance on foreign seeds and high-energy intensity farming 
systems. This is despite evidence from other parts of the world, including Bangladesh (and 
elsewhere), which shows subsistence farmers, when made dependent on technologies, 
seeds or services, cannot produce well enough for themselves, all of which results in less 
income and poorer food security on the part of food producers (see Rasul & Thapa, 2004). 
The chapter also shows some drawbacks in subsistence farming practices, for instance, 
burning crops residues and shifting cultivation through slash and burn practices. These 
contributed some minor environmental problems, which were being addressed by 
collaboration with farmers through training on alternative farming carried out by NGOs, albeit 
on a small scale, rather than exclusion from the current government’s approach to 
agricultural development. 
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In addition, the chapter shows that kinship structures, which provide the basis of social 
cohesion in Timor-Leste, are very strong. The roles and values of the order of uma lisan 
(house of origin) are integral to daily rural social life. Understanding and embracing such 
values has been argued as an essential ingredient for the successful implementation of 
development programs in rural areas. While government uses the popular slogan of 
participatory governance or consultative process, the study found, for instance, that the 
strategic development plan was only done to satisfy criteria or validate the premade 
decision. Meanwhile the process itself was very limited in allowing meaningful participation 
for those who are affected by the initiatives to actually exercise a deliberative capacity, as 
one could witness in more inclusive and authentic forms of participation (Dryzek, 2009; 
Lyons, 2013). 
This chapter has also argued that the continued pursuit of technical solutions through a top-
down elite based approach sends a wrong message to farmers that seed quality, 
mechanisation and scientific discourses are the things that count when it comes to crop 
production. However, such agricultural modernisation was developed based on the false 
assumptions that plentiful water, land and other resources were in place. Therefore, 
adopting modernist agricultural development, without considering local values and context 
where the social order and reality is constructed is a recipe for failure and food insecurity. 
The chapter has attested that locking poor farmers into a technological path of dependency 
weakens their ability to withstand external shocks (Fortier & Thi Thu Trang, 2013).  
The implication from this argument is that decision-makers need to embrace a more 
participatory approach, sharing knowledge with local actors, especially farmers, to empower 
them to address their own problems, rather than making them dependent on external actors 
or inputs. Through this collaborative approach, a new space of “between-ness” can be built 
in decision-making, in which different segments of society may be critically engaged for agri-
food development (Lyons, 2014b). This approach would accommodate different views and 
needs in planning and decision-making, which could better provide for those in need, by 
building on existing practices that have proven resilience to both climate change and surging 
global food prices. As such, it requires the collaboration of all stakeholders, including 
decision-makers, food growers and consumers, to actively engage through open debate 
about food policies. In doing so, one would recognise that policymaking using a top-down 
approach, where everything is decided at a national level, is not working. Emphasis on 
agricultural development policies should be placed on increasing household crop production, 
food security and poverty alleviation, environmental health and economic activity, rather than 
just emphasising crop production alone. 
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In the next chapter, I will discuss local experiences of climate and how government policies 
for agricultural moderation and a market-based approach to food security have impacted, 
and in turn can be expected to worsen, the food insecurity situation in Timor-Leste. The 
chapter will show the consensus within the country that climate change will have a significant 
impact on crop production, but that agri-food policies have failed to recognise how 
modernisation has rendered agriculture more vulnerable to that problem by weakening 
resilience and the ability of farmers to adapt. 
  
142 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN – LOCAL EXPERIENCE OF 
CLIMATE CHANGE 
7.1 Introduction 
There is a great deal of consensus among scientists about the causes and the impacts of 
climate change on food security (IPCC, 2014). The IPCC through its periodic reports (see 
IPCC, 2001, 2007, 2014) has shown an increasing overall confidence that the global climate 
is changing at an accelerating rate. The evolution of the IPCC’s confidence mirrors the 
improvement in scientific evidence and understanding about the global climate system. The 
discussion about climate change started in 1896, when Arrhenius postulated that doubling 
the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere would lead to an increase in temperature. 
Since then, the subsequent scientific findings in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s and 1990s 
(Dessler, 2012) serve to confirm Arrhenius’ observation. The changes in the atmospheric 
composition have been mainly driven by anthropogenic activities, for which the rich and 
developed countries are mainly responsible. The impact of climate change is manifest in 
various ways, including changes in precipitation patterns and distribution, sea-level rise and 
coastal flooding, depleting water resources, increasing flood, drought and cyclones, 
displacement and migration, and the spread of disease (IPCC, 2001, 2007, 2014). All these 
factors alone, or in combination, would have significant impacts on food production, 
distribution and consumption, and are concomitant with food insecurity (Burke & Lobell, 
2010). However, the impacts are varied across regions, generations, age, classes, income 
groups, occupation and gender; with the poor and vulnerable groups (PANAP, 2010) 
including Timorese people, likely to experience the worst, despite have contributed little to 
the problem. 
Despite strong scientific agreement on the causes and impacts of climate change (also see 
Chapter Three), the world is still divided on how best to address food insecurity in the 
context of climate change (Pretty et al., 2006). In other words, there is limited consensus on 
solutions to the climate change problem. The international negotiations sponsored by the 
United Nations (UN) have dragged on for years without producing substantial solutions to 
curb emissions and adapt to its devastating effects. Great political speeches have not 
translated into action and commitment. Increasingly, developed countries are diluting their 
historical responsibilities to the developing countries (Raman & Chiew, 2015) in order to 
protect their way of life (M. A. Khan, 2010; GRAIN, 2015b). Consequently, dubious solutions 
such as market-based mechanisms through emission trading schemes are frequently 
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pursued (WPCCC, 2010; Lyons & Westoby, 2013, 2014, 2015; GRAIN, 2015a, 2015b), 
rather than plans that might genuinely address the root causes of the problem, including 
overproduction and consumption (see Chapter Three).  
The purpose of this chapter is to examine the lived experience of Timorese people regarding 
climate change, in light of the scientific discourses and government initiatives involving 
climate change. The chapter is divided into two parts. The first presents local experiences of 
climate change, which includes a discussion on crop production in normal climates as 
characterised by farmers, and local characterisation of climate change, its causes and 
impacts on food security. In the second part, I analyse local responses to climate change, 
which cover farmers’ responses and government initiatives that address climate change. The 
chapter concludes that local experiences of climate change largely resonate with scientific 
projections and evidence. The changes in the timing of rainfall and rise in temperature have 
delivered tangible effects in Timor-Leste, from the perspective of farmers themselves. In 
analysing government initiatives to address food insecurity and climate change, the chapter 
argues that Government responses have failed to take into consideration the local values 
and circumstances that contribute to shaping food insecurity, such as local customs, past 
injustices and power relations that translate into access to resources. It also argues that 
addressing food insecurity in the context of climate change demands a new policy direction, 
which promotes solutions to food insecurity that also have positive outcomes congruent with 
the efforts of addressing climate change problems.  
7.2 Local experience of climate change and food 
production  
Changes in climate parameters, such as rainfall and temperature, and manifest in uncertain 
rainfall, drought, flooding and/or storms, can have significant effects on crop production and 
therefore food insecurity. The evidence around the world shows that drought and uncertain 
rainfall is having significant impact on crop production, highlighting an obvious potential for 
future farming vulnerability in a changing climate (see PANAP, 2010). This section focuses 
on Timor-Leste’s experience of climate change in terms of food production and consumption. 
In order to provide a nuanced discussion, I begin with farmers’ views on a “normal” climate, 
referring to the period in which they were able to carry out their farming activities 
including land preparation, planting and harvesting without disruptions; and then draw from 
farmers’ understandings of the effects of climate change. 
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7.2.1  Local food production and consumption in a normal climate 
Crop production in Timor-Leste is mainly rain fed, where the timing of rainfall is an important 
factor in farming activities (SoL, 2006). In a normal period, as discussed in Chapter Two, the 
rainy season in Timor-Leste lasts from November to March, which can extend to June with 
less intensity in the southern part. The dry season spans July to October (Barnett et al., 
2007). The Timorese climate is strongly affected by the El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO) 
cycle, which determines the alternation of erratic phases of drought and flood periods. 
During the El Niño period, the country experiences long drought conditions, while in the La 
Niña there is respite, with experiences of an extended wet season, which can cause flooding 
(Fox, 2003b). Understanding these changes is integral to local food production and 
consumption. Interview data in this study—as discussed below—suggests that local farmers 
have extensive knowledge about the seasonal cycles and perform farming activities 
accordingly to ensure their livelihoods. As a secondary school teacher who was also a 
farmer in Afaloicai explained: 
Here [Afaloicai] we have two seasons, a long wailihuna (rainy) and a short 
waila’arana (dry). So we do farming activities according to these patterns. We know 
when we should do land preparations, planting crops, weeding and harvesting. For 
wailihuna, land preparation is not so heavy; we just need to clear crop residues from 
the existing farms or open up new ones, burn them and plant. The heavy workload is 
during the harvest time, we have to carry everything27 home to clean and tidy up here 
(home) because we harvest the crop when it is still raining. In waila’arana, we have a 
heavy workload during land preparation time because we have to plough the farms 
but harvesting does not require heavy work because we harvest in the dry season so 
we can clean and tidy up everything in the farms and just carry the produce home 
(David, September, 2014). 
A female respondent in Afaloicai, whose household mainly relied on its own food production, 
gave a specific reason for having farms ready before the first rainfall: 
We need to have our farms ready and prepare seeds in advance so when the first 
rainfall comes; we sow them immediately to make use of the warmer soil. If we plant 
after several rainfalls, the soil becomes cold and the seeds may not grow well and we 
have bad yields. So what we usually do is to plough the land well in advance before 
rainfall so it is ready to be planted. This way, we know when to eat corn, beans and 
                                               
27
 This is mainly for bean production, farmers just pulled out beans stalls from the farms and carry them home for further 
processing such as removing leaves, roots and sorting out bad ones before drying them by hanging under a shed, balconies or 
in the house.  
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tubers and our family can have food. When we have more produce we can sell some 
for cash (Luisa, November, 2014). 
Similar stories about making use of first rains were described by all respondents in Fatubolu. 
They described that their farming activities revolved around the timing of the rainfall. As a 
coffee farmer respondent, who had spent his entire life in the village and produced most of 
his household’s food, stated:  
Every year we begin the coffee harvest on 25 May and finish in August or 
September. We plant corn in October, taro and canna in January to make use of 
rains. If we plant them in October, they would not grow well due to the reduction in 
udan ben (rains). We plant cassava in October to make use of rai manas (warmer 
temperature). If we plant cassava in January, they could grow well, have good stems 
and leaves but in the following year they will not have good tubers because the soil is 
very sticky (Inacio, November, 2013). 
These quotes show how the local farming practices are enshrined in traditional knowledge 
that is born out of practical experience and extended reflection; and have been transferred 
from one generation to another. This farmers’ knowledge is locally situated and shaped by 
various factors including local biophysical and socioeconomic settings. For instance, farmers 
in Afaloicai have developed specific knowledge, which is different to those of farmers in 
Fatubolu, due to their differences in history, geography and main crop production. In 
Afaloicai, as David noted in his story, farmers have developed specific knowledge about 
producing beans under different weather conditions, while in Fatubolu, as Inacio points out, 
tubers need to be planted at specific times due to their different requirement for water. The 
quotes also suggest similar knowledge in terms of making use of first rains for crop 
production. This intrinsic local knowledge underscores the way in which local farming may 
be understood as a form of praxis (Beckie, 2000), referring to ways in which different 
realities are explained (Roskelly, 2005, p. 289).  
The respondents at the national level, including academics, NGOs and politicians provided 
similar accounts about local farming practices. For instance, when asked about crop 
production and food security in Timor-Leste, the Minister for Commerce, Industry and 
Environment (MCIE) explained:  
Community farming activities normally depend on the two seasons, dry and rainy. 
Farmers, based on their experience, can estimate when to start doing land 
preparation, planting and harvesting crops to feed their families. Their farming 
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activities are determined by the cycle of dry and rainy seasons (MCIE, November, 
2013).  
This narrative suggests that cropping seasons are predictable in rural farming communities, 
allowing them to perform farming activities accordingly. It also suggests that farmers have 
developed specific knowledge according to their local conditions, and that they know exactly 
when to do certain farming activities for production and consumption (see Table 7.1 for the 
farming activities in the two case study sites of this study in a normal climate). This implies 
that the failure to observe this seasonal cycle might result in food shortages for a 
subsistence farming family.  
As can be seen from the Table 7.1, farming activities in Afaloicai and Fatubolu are carried 
out throughout the year. In Afaloicai, two cropping seasons, wailihuna (rainy) and 
waila’arana (dry) are observed. The land preparation and planting of waila’arana crops starts 
in May and ends on 15 August. For wailihuna crops, land preparation starts in July and 
planting in November. This is because vegetation needs to be dried so the land can be burnt 
before hearing thunderstorms (signs of rainfall), signalling the start of the planting. The table 
shows some farmers in Afaloicai also undertake rice production. In Fatubolu, the table 
indicates farmers have only one cropping season, which is the rainy season, for which land 
preparation starts in August and seeds are sown in October. The table 7.1 also shows that 
farmers in these two villages engage in diversified crop production. As discussed in Chapter 
Six, farmers in Afaloicai grow more crops than those in Fatubolu. For instance, some 
farmers grow more than 10 crops on a farm, while in Fatubolu farmers mainly grow coffee, 
and to a limited extent engage in growing other types of crops. The majority of respondents 
in Fatubolu indicated they had at least one coffee farm and one food crop farm for tubers, 
corn and beans. Three respondents indicated they had only one small coffee farm with no 
food crop farms. One respondent reported having one coffee farm and one food crops farm. 
Another one had neither coffee nor food crop farms, due to the lack of land access.  
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Table 7.1: Farming activities in the two rural study sites in a normal year 
 
 
Source: Author, drawn from interviews and informal conversations with villagers 
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In Comoro, despite not being a farming village, some respondents revealed they were 
involved in growing food crops in their back yards or in the water canals. As the Concelho de 
Suco (Village Councillor) explained “although we live in the city, many villagers here can only 
feed their family with vegetables grown in their back yards or in water canals” (Cristovão, 
February, 2014). And a female respondent who was also a local roadside food vendor 
revealed: 
We grow various types of vegetables including bok choy, spinach as well as cassava, 
taro, banana, papaya and mangoes in our yard. Mainly for household consumption, 
but sometimes we do sell some to buy rice and pay school fees for kids. It is very 
hard for us, we cannot afford to buy everything (Carolina, June, 2013). 
When questioned about the farming practices in terms of providing sufficient food for their 
families; all respondents in Afaloicai stated they were involved in growing many crops in 
order to have sufficient food. As Luisa indicated above, the local production was sufficient for 
her household’s consumption. Many other respondents also revealed they could not grow 
just a single crop because they feared having insufficient food if that one crop failed (see 
Chapter Six). Despite not linking crop diversification to climate change responses, this notion 
was captured in the following narrative of a male respondent, who worked as a full-time 
farmer:  
In the past few months, the road was cut off and there were no rice bags being sold 
in the village, people could still feed themselves from crops they produced. For my 
family, local food (refer to tubers) is very sustainable because we rely on them for 
breakfast, lunch and dinner (Luis, July, 2013). 
In contrast to the situation described above, the villagers in Fatubolu described a different 
scenario. This was because despite farmers engaging in crop diversification, the main crop 
production that occupied most farming land in the village was coffee, a cash crop. Many 
respondents in Fatubolu described how in the past their family had experienced food 
insecurity when coffee prices were lower than the price of a rice bag. Others reported that 
the lack of secure access to, and ownership of, land for crop production was directly 
responsible for food insecurity within their family. For instance, a female kiosk owner who 
also worked as a coffee farmer observed:  
When the coffee price is good, we earn sufficient money to buy food for our family. 
We also grow other crops but their yields are not as good as those in the warmer 
climate. For us in Fatubolu, our household food is dependent upon coffee yields and 
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their prices. So the Government needs to fix the coffee price, they should not give us 
empty promises during the election campaign (Carla, July, 2013). 
A young female respondent, who had just completed high school but was unable to pursue a 
higher degree due to financial difficulties, talked about the coffee price and food security, she 
said:  
We do not have a coffee farm and own a small homestead, even the space we build 
our house was given by a relative from my mother’s side. When my dad was still 
alive we had a big coffee farm. After my dad passed away, the brothers of father (my 
uncles) took it from us because I do not have a brother. Only men are allowed to own 
land in our family. So to have sufficient food, we grow cassava, taro, canna, sweet 
potatoes, corn, bean, banana and chayote just around the house. These crops are 
always available in the farm, we dig them up when needed. We also harvest wild 
food such as koto moruk (poisonous bean) which, when needed, we cook up to six 
times28, before we can eat them. During the coffee harvest season, we work for other 
people to have additional income, which we can use for food. It is difficult because 
we do not have larger land for farming activities or a coffee farm (Josefina, August, 
2013). 
These stories illustrate different experiences of food insecurity according to the main 
cropping system in the two farming villages. For Luis, who was involved in growing various 
food crops, his household experienced greater food security, even when the road was cut off 
between his village and major towns. Meanwhile Josefina’s account was about the 
vulnerability of households to food insecurity due to a lack of access to productive factors 
(land, seed and water). These narratives resonate with the existing studies around the world, 
which have shown that rural people whose food balance is skewed towards the market are 
more likely to be food insecure when the prices increase (Burke & Lobell, 2010). And the 
poor, who have limited access to resources, including land, are highly vulnerable to the 
impacts of climate change (IPCC, 2014). In the next section, I examine local experiences of 
climate change in terms of observed changes in climatic parameters and their impact on 
local food production.  
                                               
28
 The first time the poisonous bean is cooked, the water is replaced and the beans brought to boil again and for five more 
subsequent times before it is safe to consume.    
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7.2.2 Local experience of climate change and food production 
7.2.2.1 Observed changes in rainfall patterns and temperature regimes 
The word mudansa klimatika (climate change) has become a buzzword in Timor-Leste. 
Everyone from the national down to the grassroots levels is using mudansa klimatika when 
referring to irregular weather events such as rainfall, flooding and drought. For instance, on 
several occasions during this fieldwork, many local people talked about flooding and unusual 
heavy rainfall as mudansa klimatika. Many local reports from Radio and Television Timor-
Leste (RTTL) and newspapers provided stories about how local people were talking about 
climate change throughout the country. When asked about their observations of rainfall over 
the years, all rural respondents indicated they had observed significant changes in rainfall 
intensity and timing. As an elder respondent in Afaloicai described:  
In the past rainfall was good, it came according to its tempo (time). We always had 
clear alteration between rainy and dry seasons. Dry season usually starts on 15 
August and ends in November. Between June and July, we ploughed the farms to 
grow beans and corn. Then we prepared farms for rainy season crops and planted in 
November. Now the timing of rains has changed and is unpredictable, sometimes we 
have too much rain which prevents us from ploughing the farm. For instance, in 2010 
and 2011, we experienced rain all year round. In 2012, we had a dry season but 
rainfall was intense in a very short time. Now [2013], it has been raining since May 
and now July almost ends, it has not stopped yet. So we have not been able to 
prepare our farms. We have never experienced anything like this since the 
Portuguese time, dau lo rea ba wai ba (it rains like the world was going to cover with 
water) “flooding and soaking everything’’ (Jose, July, 2013).   
Respondents from Fatubolu expressed the same concerns about rainfall. As an elder 
respondent in Fatubolu who had lived and farmed his entire life in the village explained:   
In the past, timing for rainfall used to be different in warmer and cooler regions. For 
instance, Aileu, Maubesi and Fatubolu had different periods of rainfall to Liquisa, 
Maubara and Dili. Now they are all the same, if it rains in the East, the West and 
Central upland also rains. In the past, when we had heavy rain here [Fatubolu] when 
we got to Dili, it was very dry and dusty but now if you get wet here, you also get wet 
in Dili (Manuel, August, 2013).  
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All respondents in Comoro talked about changes in rainfall and temperature in a similar way. 
A hamlet chief who had lived in Comoro since the early Indonesian occupation observed 
that:  
Now, rain does not fall according to its timing anymore. It is also getting hotter, you 
feel like the sun is just above your head. When it does rain, it’s very heavy creating 
flooding; water enters communities’ houses and destroys their belongings (Deolindo, 
December, 2013).    
These narratives represent different examples of observed changes in temperature and 
rainfall patterns in the study sites. These lived experiences confirm scientific projections 
about the impact of climate change on temperature and rainfall. For instance, a recent report 
on rainfall and temperature in Timor-Leste suggests an increase in the average temperature 
of 1°C, while the average rainfall has dropped about 19% since 1974, based on an analysis 
of changes in temperature and rainfall between the periods 1954–1974 and 2004–2012 
(SoL, 2014) (see Table 7.2). However, local narratives about changes in rainfall pattern do 
not support the SoL analysis. This might mean that although the overall rainfall has 
decreased, it may have increased in specific locations. Local observed changes in both 
temperature and rainfall are in agreement with the broader scientific projections, which 
indicates an increase in temperature in the lowland coastal areas such as Comoro, and an 
increase in rainfall incidence in the higher elevations such as Afaloicai and Fatubolu 
(Afaloicai & Fatubolu) (Barnett et al., 2007; RDTL, 2010a; IPCC, 2014).  
Table 7.2: Temperature and rainfall changes in Timor-Leste 
 
          
Source: SoL, 2014 
7.2.2.2 Local perspective of causes to climate change 
When it comes to causes of rainfall change, perspectives were diverse. The majority of 
respondents believed that the unusual and extended rainfall and the hotter temperatures 
were caused by human activities. Others believed the changes were due to natural causes. 
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The oldest farmer respondent in Fatubolu who often participated in ritual ceremonies for 
rains believed:  
It might be because we do not respect nature anymore. Our land is sacred so we 
need to respect it. Otherwise nature can punish us through heavy rainfall, drought 
and gale. Some years back, we experienced an extended drought, everything died 
off. We searched for water everywhere; we suffered a lot because some young 
people had killed tuna lulik (sacred eels, literally) ‘‘our ancestor’’. Now it should be 
raining but the rain has not yet arrived. This might be the consequence of not 
respecting nature, people set fire to bush and kill fohorain (python) at night (Bento, 
November, 2013).  
A final year university student from Dili Institute of Technology talked about rainfall changes 
as a consequence of human direct intervention to the natural cycle of climate:  
Heavy rainfall is a result of people cutting down trees and clearing land for farming 
and other economic activities. Our people still lack understanding about the impact of 
their activities on the environment, both at the national and grassroots level. People 
throw rubbish and burn them everywhere, burn crop residues and set fire to grass. 
They are only affecting our health but also contributing to climate change 
(Ester, 24, July, 2013). 
Many other students, NGOs, academics and government officials held similar views to those 
of the rural respondents that climate change was a consequence of human activity. Despite 
this, some others pointed out the activities of industrial countries as being mainly responsible 
for changes in the climate. For instance, the Secretary of State for Environment (SoSE) 
argues ‘‘climate change is a result of the activities from the industrial countries’’ (SEMA, 
January, 2014). While the Minister of Agriculture (MAFF) stated:  
The uncontrolled behaviour of cutting down trees and the lack of tree-planting 
activities have contributed to climate change in our country. Heavy and extended 
rains have created rivers or creeks everywhere so we are now busy building bridges 
instead of planting trees for prevention (MAFF, February, 2014).  
These responses illustrate multiple perspectives on why climate change is occurring. The 
perspective of the local villagers, who knew nothing about scientific evidence on climate 
change, tends to underscore local action such as cutting down trees or disrespecting nature 
as the main causes of climate change. At the national level, SoSE has made claims that the 
heavy polluting nations from distant locations are affecting Timor-Leste’s climate. These 
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claims suggest that the causes of climate change range from individual responsibility to 
global action. These findings resonate with existing debates about the causes of climate 
change. The reports of many international agencies tend to blame local practices such as 
shifting cultivation, or burning crop residues for changes in the climate, while rarely 
acknowledging the industrial agricultural land use that relies on expansion of 
industrial commodity crop plantations that are dominant contributors to greenhouse gas 
emissions (see Lyons et al., 2013; GRAIN, 2015a, 2015b). 
7.2.2.3 Impacts of climate change on local crop production 
All rural respondents recounted that adverse conditions due to prolonged rainfall or drought 
had significant negative impact on their crop production. They revealed when rainfall was 
normal29 they had sufficient food for their family, but when the rainfall was erratic or there 
was not a long enough dry period, crops could not grow well, which translated into food 
shortages. For instance, a farmer, who often participated in agricultural training run by NGOs 
and the Government, talked about crop failures on a scale previously never seen in Afaloicai 
village: 
We planted some crops last month (June) but they are all rotten already due to heavy 
rainfall which soaked all crops. We will plant again when the rain has stopped. This 
year (2013) we will not have a good harvest because everything has been destroyed 
by heavy rains (Luis, July, 2013).  
A women respondent whose household was unable to harvest its waila’arana (dry season) 
crops in October due to the extended and heavy rainfall explained: 
We were unable to clean and tidy up bean in the farm because it rained all the time. 
Normally, the dry season harvest is lighter work but this time (2013) for my family, we 
had to carry everything [including crops residues], home to clean and tidy them up 
here. So the workload was the almost the same as the rainy season harvest (Luisa, 
November, 2013). 
In Fatubolu, respondents identified several impacts of heavy rainfall on crop production, 
including the increased workload for poor and vulnerable farmers who carried out farming 
jobs alone. As Josefina narrated earlier, apart from cultivating their small amount of land, 
they also work for others, especially during the coffee harvest season, and are paid either in 
cash or coffee.  A former village chief in Fatubolu who previously hired workers to harvest 
his coffee explained: 
                                               
29
 Normal rainfall is defined by farmers as rains that occur according to its timing, do not disturb farmers’ farming activities  and 
do not soak or destroy their crops. 
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Delayed coffee harvest due to extended rainfall has huge negative impacts on those 
who have small coffee farms and landless workers. A significant amount of their 
annual income comes from working for others during coffee harvest season. 
Prolonged rainfall forces coffee owners to sell red cherry coffee cheaply and, in turn, 
pay less to the pickers. This year (2013), we paid pickers US$0.10/kg because red 
coffee cherry is only US$0.34/kg. When we do not have money, we pay pickers with 
coffee. We (owner) get 5 klaha30 (traditionally woven pouch); pickers get 1 klaha 
(Alberto, November, 2013).   
These quotes provide some examples of the impact of climate change on local food 
production and consumption. For instance, when extended and heavy rainfall soaked local 
crops, it led to a delay in planting and harvesting, and a reduction in the annual income of 
coffee growers and pickers. Alberto’s account also highlights the burden shouldered by the 
poor and landless coffee pickers. As he described, farmers can be paid with coffee at a ratio 
of 5:1, which means coffee owners yield 25–30kg when pickers are paid with 5–6kg. When 
calculated against US$0.34/kg, it is equivalent to US$8.50–10.20 and US$1.70–2.04 for 
owners and pickers respectively. For pickers, this amount is significantly less than when they 
are paid with US$0.10 for each kilogram of red cherry they picked for the owners. This 
analysis suggests poor people are shouldering a greater burden, despite being less involved 
in inflicting climate change. This resonates with IPCC findings that show economically 
marginalised people are most vulnerable to the impact of climate change (see IPCC, 2014).  
In addition, this research also found that erratic rainfall prevents rural families from storing 
sufficient food, especially dry tubers, for the rainy season. Other respondents involved in 
buying and selling food reported having faced significant problems in maintaining businesses 
due to transportation problems. For instance, a male respondent in Fatubolu, who owned 
only a coffee farm and ran a kiosk for buying and selling rice bags and other imported 
goods, stated:   
Heavy and extended rainfall in May (2013) prevented us from buying rice bags from 
Ermera or Gleno. The road was cut off, impassable; no driver was brave enough to 
come here (Fatubolu). So my business was also affected, as a result I had limited 
food for my household members as we are all dependent upon the business. I do not 
have land for farming activities because my father’s lands were taken away during 
the Portuguese occupation to establish coffee plantations. So I only rely on business 
to feed my family. In May many people were looking for rice bags because it was 
coffee harvest time but I had no stock (Aze, July, 2013). 
                                               
30
 Each Klaha, is equivalent to about 5-6kg. 
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And a vegetable vendor in Comoro explained: 
When heavy rainfall damages crops in rural areas, where our parents and relatives 
live and farm, we in Dili also face difficulties as we always get food from rural areas. 
We also do not buy and sell vegetables during heavy rainfall because rains can 
damage all vegetables because we are just selling here (traditional market, no proper 
storage facilities) (Celestino, June, 2013). 
These accounts show adverse climatic conditions have significant impacts on the local food 
system. These stories underscore different levels of vulnerabilities to food insecurity. 
However, one would immediately see that the respondent who relies mainly on the market, 
with only a small coffee farm, is more vulnerable than the other two. 
In summary, this section has examined problems associated with heavy and extended 
rainfall and drought. The weather variations have resulted in changes to the cropping 
calendar, such as shifting the corn planting time. It has highlighted the vulnerability of poor 
people to the impacts of climate change, which is in turn compounded by various factors 
including lack of access to productive factors, such as land. The section has examined how 
a lack of infrastructure, transport and price fluctuations have, either alone or in combination, 
affected farmers, particularly those who relied more on the market to feed their family. In the 
next section, I will discuss approaches used by local farmers and the Government to 
address climate change and food insecurity.  
7.3 Local response to climate change 
As outlined in Chapter Three, global responses to climate change are broadly split into two 
approaches, adaptation and mitigation. This section focuses on ways in which Timor-Leste, 
both at the grassroots and national levels, responds to the impacts of climate change. First I 
examine the activities or actions of farmers coping with the problems of erratic rainfall and 
increasing temperature. Then I analyse governance policies in addressing climate change 
and food security.   
7.3.1  Farmers’ responses: autonomous adaptation 
Over the years, globally and in Timor-Leste, smallholder farmers have developed various 
coping mechanisms to respond to natural changes and disturbances (PANAP, 2010; Altieri & 
Nicholls, 2013). As discussed in Chapter Three, various adaptation mechanisms can be 
undertaken, ranging from changes in where and when crops are planted, to the involvement 
of technologies for irrigation scheme development. Farmers’ responses to problems are 
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largely determined by both the local context, as well as through processes of learning and 
adjusting to changing conditions. To properly understand these strategies, I use the 
language of adaptation to frame responses at the local level.  
This study identified a range of adaptive measures implemented by local people in response 
to the changing conditions. The most common adaptation measures identified in this study 
across the two rural villages, Afaloicai and Fatubolu, were changes to planting times, the 
selection of crops that could respond well under different conditions, and diversification in 
crops that were grown. For example, a farmer respondent in Fatubolu who owned two farms 
and who lived with his wife and 10 children explained:  
Apart from coffee, we continue to grow many crops together such as cassava, taro, 
canna, sweet potato, corn and beans. In our home yard we also plant papaya, 
bananas and chayote. However, we also choose crops that can grow well under both 
conditions, the heavy rainfall and drought, such as chayote and aifarina boraisa 
(rubber cassava) ‘a local cassava variety’ which always has good tubers, not like 
other varieties that often full of water (sponge like/watery) during the rainy season. 
So as long as we grow this cassava and chayote we would always have something 
to eat or US$0.50 or US$1 to buy salt (Carlos, August, 2013). 
All the farmer respondents in Afaloicai expressed a similar strategy of growing a range of 
different crops together as part of their strategy to manage climatic variations. However, 
unlike Fatubolu, in Afaloicia all the permanent farms were diversified in nature. As discussed 
earlier in the thesis, in a typical farm, 10 different crops were intercropped. When asked 
about the practice of growing more than one crop together, a high school leaver who was 
unable to pursue a degree, and who turned to farming due to family financial difficulties 
stated:    
We plant various crops because a single crop, such as beans cannot sustain us. We 
have small farms so needed to grow many crops to provide different foods for our 
family. This is how we do farming here and we do these farming practices regardless 
of the climate (Domingos, July, 2013).  
These accounts implicitly illustrate a cropping system resilient to erratic rainfall or increases 
in temperature because diversified cropping spreads the risk of crops being destroyed in a 
bad weather event, and subsequent food insecurity for the growers and their families. In 
addition, Carlos’ account also shows compelling local knowledge in adaptation to the 
changing environmental conditions, by choosing appropriate varieties that can grow well 
under changing conditions. While these kinds of cropping system might have some 
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limitations (see Chapter Six), they seemed able to cater better for poor rural households. 
This finding also resonates with empirical studies from other parts of the world, which show 
small and diversified farming systems with high biodiversity are resilient to extreme climatic 
events (FAO, 2009; Altieri et al., 2012; Altieri & Nicholls, 2013).  
The study also found that the unpredictable crop yield due to unpredictable rainfall has had 
significant impact on family finances. Some respondents said they would borrow money from 
others in order to buy food, or for other needs, including traditional custom ceremonies. In 
Afaloicai and Comoro, respondents indicated they were borrowing from others within the 
community or from relatives, with very small to no repayment of interest. However, in 
Fatubolu the repayment interest rate was 100%; that is if someone borrows US$100 they are 
expected to repay US$200, and this grows exponentially. Others said they would forage for 
food until the following harvest season. Still others said they resorted to selling livestock. 
However, a female respondent from Fatubolu who had experienced living under harsh 
conditions during the Indonesian occupation said:  
When the rainy is so heavy, the only way we could survive was to dig up some canna 
and pile them in a shed without removing soil, stems, roots and leaves. They would 
still be in good quality for up to 3–4 months in this condition, so we can eat them until 
the following corn harvest. We also dry some tubers when we have the chance, or 
foraging as we were intensively in the early Indonesian occupation. There were no 
cassava, sweet potato or canna, we relied only on hali tahan (young bayan leaves), 
wild taro and biamblala31 (poisonous wild yam). In very difficult situations, non-edible 
leaves can also be consumed by using salt (Ursula, December, 2013).  
This narrative shows various ways of meeting household food requirements in the event of 
extended rainfall. Many rural respondents and some NGO representatives also described 
the method of drying some tubers—canna, taro, sweet potatoes and cassava. The approach 
of digging up canna and piling it under a shed was not common; it was narrated by just five 
respondents in Fatubolu and three respondents in Afaloicai. The younger respondents, even 
those in their late 40s, were unaware of the approach. While three younger respondents said 
they would not eat canna if it had been harvested for more than two weeks because it looked 
yellowish and was only suitable for pigs. Many respondents, particularly those owning small 
coffee farms and landless coffee pickers, said the coping mechanism of borrowing money 
and paying back in double was very dangerous. This is because according to them, coffee 
prices are up and down every year. They said people might think that they could repay the 
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 This poisonous wild yam, probably contains a high percentage of cyanide as consuming it without the proper long process of 
preparation and cooking can result in death immediately.   
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money during the coffee harvest season. However, price drops make them unable to meet 
the repayment. Consequently, people sell off their land cheaply or just hand it over to the 
lenders, making them even more food insecure in the coming years. This implies that 
market-based food security is not providing any benefit to the poor and vulnerable.  
Many respondents across the two rural villages spoke about foraging and hunting as a 
means of coping with food shortages. For hunting, many respondents explained the 
Government had a regulation in place to protect biodiversity, which limited the opportunity for 
hunting. Foraging is a good food security strategy and has long been used as a coping 
mechanism in Timor-Leste. However, many participants said young people did not want to 
eat cassava, canna and taro, let alone biamblala and hali tahan, because they wanted to eat 
white rice, which exemplified being modern (see Chapter Five). This means foraging as a 
coping mechanism might not be a viable option due, directly or indirectly, to government 
policy, which triggers the transformation of diet or behavioural change to local food.  
In terms of land preparation during heavy rainfall, respondents revealed various adaption 
measures. Many respondents said they cannot do anything when the rain is too heavy, while 
others said they would find ways to continue doing farming activities. As a farmer respondent 
in Afaloicai said: 
No matter how heavy the rain is, we have to continue cultivating our farms otherwise 
the family would have no food. We need to be in the farms to observe waterways and 
build water canals to protect our crops. If we do not, rains could destroy our crops.  
Sometime we cover our heads with raincoat to continue plough the sandy soil farms. 
The clay soil farms are sticky during rainfall so we need to wait until the rain has 
stopped (Justino, July, 2013). 
In summary, in this section, I have outlined the local people’s experience with and responses 
to climate change including changing planting and harvesting times, foraging and growing 
more adaptable varieties to drought and rains. These measures are known as autonomous 
adaptation or policy-driven responses to climate change. They are born out of practical 
experience and extended reflection (see Dessler, 2012). According to Easterling et al. (2007) 
this autonomous adaptation has to be supported by planned adaptation, which is a policy-
driven strategy aimed at enhancing the capacity of farmers to cope with erratic rainfall 
patterns and extended drought (FAO, 2007, 2009). In addition, as discussed, farmers’ 
adaptation measures to food systems have positive feedback for mitigation efforts as rural 
respondents in this study do not use chemicals, fertilisers or utilise farming tools that require 
fossil fuels. In the next section, I will analyse government responses to climate change and 
food security. 
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7.3.2 Planned response: government initiatives  
Planned adaption is a policy driven response to changing environmental conditions. It aims 
to prepare and enable communities to better secure their adaptation outcomes, such as 
securing their livelihoods (FAO, 2007, 2009; Ensor, 2011, Dessler, 2012). As such, the best 
form of adaptation strategy is mitigation (PANAP, 2010). At the international level, this 
means that developed countries, as the main emitters, need to reduce their emissions to 
allow poor and developing countries to cope with the changes. Rather than singling out the 
industrial capitalist model of agriculture, agriculture in general has increasingly been 
reported at the highest levels of forums on climate change to be a major contributor to 
greenhouse gas emissions. As such, smallholder peasant farmers have been blamed as 
major contributors through their use of shifting cultivation, rather than major corporations, 
which are responsible for modernist agricultural development. Along with this, different 
solutions have been proposed to have farmers adapt to climate change and mitigate 
emissions from the agricultural sector (GRAIN, 2015a, 2015b). 
The Strategic Development Plan of Timor-Leste for 2011–2030 makes a commitment to 
using environmental resources sustainably to eradicate extreme poverty by 2030 (RDTL, 
2011). Despite this, the Government through the support of powerful international agencies 
has pursued modernisation and market-based policies to achieve food security and stem 
climate change, but these policies generate and exacerbate the problem of climate change 
in the first place (see Fairbairn, 2010). In relation to climate adaptation for crop production, 
the Government of Timor-Leste, in collaboration with CGIAR and ACIAR through the SoL 
project, sought to techno-fix the problems by recommending farmers use climate smart 
seeds, which have been brought in from other parts of the world. This could be observed 
from the recollections of a former SoL team leader, below: 
Timor has never been food secure but it could be. We tested varieties of every 
combination we could get in Timor; hot dry coastal areas, cold alpine areas, drought 
areas and high rainfall areas. We make sure varieties before we release them are 
actually better than local checks at all locations. Within Seeds of Life, we are very 
aware about future projections of climate. Rainfall may not change, temperature 
might increase 1.5ºC (SoL 1, February, 2014). 
This account suggests that SoL is working to make new seeds adaptable to the local 
environmental changes and that new varieties would do better under any conditions, so by 
replacing local varieties farmers would do better. According to McGillion & McKinnon (2014), 
SoL has set a target that by the end of its program in 2016, 50% of Timorese farmers would 
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have adopted and routinely use the new HYVs of maize, sweet potato, rice, peanuts and 
cassava. However, this goal seems very ambitious because as of 2013, the adoption rate 
was only 25% (SoL, 2013), representing a low turnover for a significant amount of resources 
invested in crop trials and advocacy through drama. The program used drama troupes to 
promote awareness of HYVs and provide information about agronomic practices that would 
maximise the yields. Advice including planting seeds in rows rather than scattering around 
garden plots, planting only two seeds per hole at defined distances, weeding, and storing 
grain in airtight containers (McGillion & McKinnon, 2014) has been advocated by scientists 
with the SoL program. 
In relation to climate change adaptation, an agronomic lecturer at the National University of 
Timor-Leste (UNTL), who had long been associated with SoL stated: 
SoL always makes claims that new seeds are better than local varieties in all local 
climatic conditions. However, if you do a test for sweet potato, its content is not the 
same as local varieties. Sometimes the new varieties contain too much water 
(watery). They claim that local production has gone up with the new seeds. This is 
because they want to promote the new seeds. If you pick up any SoL report, you 
learn everything they do is good, that is worrisome (UNTL 4, January, 2014). 
In addition, many respondents raised their concerns over limited efforts to improve the 
supply of water for food crop production. Many respondents, including the Vice Minister for 
Commerce, Industry and Environment (VMCIE), criticised the Ministry of Agriculture’s 
approach to distributing seeds and tractors when water was the most urgent issue relating to 
climate change for farmers. When the problems associated with crop production in Timor-
Leste were discussed, the VMCIE stated:  
Water for production, in terms of the quantity, quality and continuity, is very 
important. Without that, we cannot solve our food problem even if we have the best 
technology, high yielding varieties, and competent people. This is because we are 
just waiting for rainfall, which has become uncertain. Cropping seasons have been 
changed because of that. So if you cannot solve water problems, the technologies 
will not solve our food system problem (VMCIE, February, 2014). 
These accounts illustrate the disjuncture between government approaches and local needs 
and challenges in addressing food and agricultural development in Timor-Leste. Planned 
adaption is meant to help communities respond well to the problems. This appears to be 
problematic as some of the new seeds require more water to germinate, an issue that was 
discussed by a SoL participant in Chapter Six. This response would make farmers more 
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vulnerable when they adopt this water-greedy variety, particularly in the event of erratic 
rains, as reflected in the Vice Minister’s narrative. This finding resonates with existing 
literature about the concerns of water scarcity affecting crop production (see Pretty et al., 
2006).  Therefore, the UNTL 4 narrative above can shed some light on the whole objective of 
foreign agency– and SoL–driven development in Timor-Leste, which might disguise the real 
intention of linking smallholder farming systems to market to provide more accumulation 
opportunities for the corporations supporting SoL’s research project. As such, the promotion 
of new seeds and technologies would rob smallholder farmers of the opportunity to engage 
in real solutions to food insecurity and climate change, while protecting the interests of 
powerful corporations (GRAIN, 2015a, 2015b).  
In terms of environmental protection, the Government was implementing various 
environmental programs including reforestation and tara bandu, a traditional law that draws 
on common beliefs to regulate the relationship between people and the environment (Belun 
& Asia Foundation, 2013) to conserve nature and enhance understanding of environmental 
relationships. When asked about government initiatives for environmental management and 
climate change, the Secretary of State for Environment (SoSE) explained: 
We are working with international agencies including the EU and the Pacific 
University to implement adaptation projects at village level. We get adaptation funds 
from UNEP for various adaptation programs including the food security program, 
which has been implemented by the Ministry of Agriculture; a tree planting program 
at the Ministry of Social Solidarity and infrastructure at the Ministry of Public Works. 
We also use our own budget to do reforestation involving 20 community groups 
across the country. In addition, the secretariat also works with communities at the 
village level to implement tara bandu, an instrument that is still very effective at 
village level to forbid people from destroying the environment and urge people to 
respect others’ property. We have planned to carry out tara bandu in all villages. In 
2013, we have only implemented it in 20 villages. Even though it is a government 
program, we do not impose on the people. We let village leaders together with their 
community decide, if they are happy, they will send us a proposal; we approve and 
implement (SoSE, January, 2013).  
This account suggests a number of important points. The first is about working closely with 
other members of the Government including the Ministry of Agriculture to address 
environmental issues and food security. When the policies of these two sectors are studied 
closely, there are several inconsistences and contradictions between them. For instance, the 
Ministry of Agriculture’s policy rests on agricultural modernisation and monoculture 
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agriculture, while the Secretariat of State Secretary of Environment is working on 
environmental conservation and other measures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
(RDTL, 2011). When asked about this disjuncture, an academic from UNTL, who was also 
the National Focal Point for Climate Change (NFPCC) and an adviser to the Secretary of 
State for Environment (SoSE), explained: 
SoSE is working closely with all sectors in the preparation and implementation of 
NAPA (national adaptation program of action) on climate change. We only provide 
appraisals of Ministry of Agriculture policies and could not intervene in their programs 
so, yes, some programs between the two sectors are contradicting each other (UNTL 
1, February, 2014). 
This clearly shows there is no synchronisation between programs being run by the different 
sectors, despite the claim of working together to implement programs. It could also mean 
that seeking and providing policy appraisal might merely be a procedural exercise. 
Consequently, the outcomes for the programs are not optimal and communities are not 
being served well.   
The second point from SEMA’s narrative above is about embracing the tara bandu to 
conserve the environment. Many respondents in this study stated tara bandu was a good 
traditional instrument for educating people in respecting nature, respecting other people’s 
property and minimising the exploitative nature of cultural ceremonies such as forcing 
families to bring buffalo or large contributions to the ceremony.  
In Fatubolu, many respondents were happy with tara bandu to put monetary limits on bride 
prices and funeral ceremonies because, according to them, these wasteful expenses are 
major contributors to food insecurity and domestic violence. In addition, accumulated 
evidence shows when tara bandu is enforced, it prevents community conflict and crime as 
well as making people use natural resources sustainably (Belun & Asia Foundation, 2013). 
Some respondents were highly critical about the timing of its implementation. They said the 
Government should solve past injustices first, before implementing tara bandu, so that 
everyone could receive its benefit. For instance, a male respondent who had no land 
because all his parents’ land was taken away during the Portuguese occupation, said:  
The Government should not implement policies that only benefit those who have 
money and resources. They also need to look after us. Tara bandu is good but we 
need to access to our lands, which were taken away from our parents during the 
Portuguese occupation, so that we have access to our own lands. Now the 
Government has not done that, they bring in tara bandu to forbid us from taking 
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leaves and grass for our cattle. So I can say tara bandu is only protecting those who 
have large lands and properties. I am not saying everything in tara bandu is bad but 
as a resource access point, it is an injustice (Aze, July, 2013). 
This story represents the views of many respondents who feel marginalised in resource 
access, particularly in relation to land because many productive lands were taken away from 
the villagers during the Portuguese occupation to establish coffee plantations. This problem 
has not been solved, so large amounts of land concentrate in the hands of a few, particularly 
those with power during the Portuguese and Indonesian occupations. Many villagers, 
including Aze, were insistent on the return of their lands because the country has been 
liberated from occupation. The issue of land tenure and ownership will continue to be a 
challenging one as the current draft laws recognise all land titles issued during the foreign 
occupation and administration regimes. This suggests that tara bandu, before solving land 
access and ownership, is just another instrument that facilitates the concentration of power 
into the hands of a few, which is also an obstacle to food sovereignty32 (see La via 
Campesina, 1996). When this is coupled with modernisation and market-based moves in 
food security policies, it provides a further threat to food security of the poor and vulnerable.     
This research also identified some alternative approaches using local knowledge to address 
climate change, while catering to local needs for food security. Many respondents across 
categories observed that local knowledge was still paramount in food production and 
consumption, as well as in environmental conservation. They argued that the Government 
and international agencies should not use scientific knowledge to undermine the importance 
of localised knowledge. For instance, the representative of PERMATIL stated: 
To adapt to climate change while having sufficient food for poor and vulnerable 
farmers in the country, we do not need a scientist to do research in a laboratory to tell 
us to do this and that. Timorese people do not need that. All we need is to support 
traditional wisdom, respect people’s right to land, seeds and water to produce and to 
eat. We should not undermine local knowledge with scientific knowledge. Local 
people use diverse farming systems, organic fertilisers and agroforestry. This also 
contributes to solving climate change problems (PERMATIL, January, 2014). 
This narrative illustrates several important points, including the benefits of relying on local 
knowledge and low-energy farming systems, such as organic crop production, for climate 
change mitigation. This is in line with Pretty et al. (2006) who argued that organic agriculture 
had a high carbon sink capacity through humus, organic matter and above-ground biomass. 
                                               
32
 See Chapter Eight for more discussion 
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In addition, the diversified farming system, which is the common characteristic of farming in 
Timor-Leste, can buffer losses due to environmental change and is therefore important to 
food security. The benefit of a diversified farming system was similarly raised by Tirado and 
Cotter (2010). The other point in this narrative is the use of traditional knowledge to address 
food insecurity in the face of climate change, which resonates with the philosophy of 
agroforestry for food production and climate change mitigation. This alternative approach 
also resonates with climate justice and food sovereignty solutions to the current neoliberal 
orthodoxy that is widely understood to have created the problems of food insecurity and 
climate change in the first place. When asked about climate justice, the National Focal Point 
for Climate Change (NFPCC) explained:  
Climate justice has not been on the agenda for CoPs (Conference of Parties) to 
UNFCCC (United Nations Framework Convention for Climate Change). I think it is 
difficult to stop industrial countries from emitting GHG emissions. In negotiation, we 
have always asked them to reduce their emissions. There is no international court to 
make judgements on climate justice. So we can use existing corridors under the 
convention to talk about climate justice but to have a separate mechanism, it is very 
difficult because it’s an intergovernmental process. So they support us through 
technology transfer, capacity building and financial support to adapt to the impact of 
climate change. Now we are pursuing a new mechanism for loss and damage 
because loss and damage is beyond adaptation. So I think these are linked to 
climate justice, though we do not specifically call it climate justice (UNTL 1, February, 
2014).   
This narrative suggests various ways to pursue climate justice at the International forum, 
such as technology transfer as well as financial assistance and capacity building. However, 
the problem sometimes is that developed countries that are party to the UNFCCC fail to 
materialise their commitments (LDCs Group, 2012). The latest climate change agreement—
the Paris agreement adopted in 2015—was legally binding and did not include 
compensation mechanism for developing countries as part of climate justice (UN, 2015b). In 
addition, developed countries are constantly advocating easy and dubious solutions such as 
carbon trading schemes through CDM and REDD to continue their economic growth at the 
expense of poor and developing countries (see Chapter Three). The carbon trading 
schemes allow developed countries to buy credit that have been captured in developing 
countries through reforestation projects. These, and other trading schemes, have 
increasingly become pertinent solutions as proposed by the international community to 
combat climate change (see Paris Agreement, UN2015b). These mechanisms are also 
taking place in Timor-Leste, despite the country struggling with food insecurity and poverty. 
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When asked about government or NGO programs in relation to climate change, the majority 
of respondents in this study, including those in Comoro village, reported they had heard 
nothing about a climate project being implemented by the Government or NGOs at their 
village. However, some respondents in Afaloicai reported participating in a tree planting 
program implemented by an Australian NGO. A respondent who was a member of the tree 
growing program stated:  
There is an Australian NGO Ho Musan Ida (WithOneSeed) implementing a tree 
planting project here. They told us that one seed can save Timor-Leste. We are 
asked to grow Mahogany trees as many as we could. For every tree we manage to 
keep alive, they pay us US$0.50/year. The tree is for us, but every year, they also 
pay just to grow it. With this project we can get money and buy rice bags. If we grow 
500 trees, we get US$250/year (David, July, 2013). 
Another respondent, who had been growing food crops his entire life in Afaloicai but had 
switched to planting mahogany trees with the introduction of program, stated:  
Now I do not do as much farming such as ploughing land to plant beans and corn. I 
am now concentrating on growing mahogany trees so that the kids can get the 
benefits in the future. By growing these trees, I can also get some money (Pedro, 
September, 2013). 
There are several points raised in these narratives. The first is about growing mahogany 
trees in subsistence farming communities. While it might be beneficial if the trees are planted 
on the edges of the farms, it might compromise farmers’ abilities to meet their household 
needs for food when farms are used for tree planting. Through my visit I saw mahogany 
trees had been planted in family farms. Secondly, the narrative also illuminates the appeal of 
short-term financial gains for poor farmers. This was evident in the discussion with farmers 
who spoke highly of the project. But farmers could not understand the potential negative 
impact of the tree roots on their farms. Third, paying farmers to grow trees is linked to carbon 
trading schemes despite farmers being unaware of that. This means poor farmers convert 
their precious resources into mahogany trees so that developed countries can continue 
releasing emission into the atmosphere. This resonates with the existing literature on the 
carbon market, which has been criticised for providing dubious solutions and shifting the 
burden to poor and developing countries and protecting the interest of corporations and 
international financial institutions (Lyons & Westoby, 2013, 2014, 2015; GRAIN, 2015b). As 
such carbon trading schemes are not only a false solution to climate change, but also 
reinforce corporate food systems that are largely responsible for climate change (GRAIN, 
2015a, 2015b).  
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In crop production, the study also found that the Government of Timor-Leste has been 
implementing cooperative farms as a way to break the reliance on the market, especially in 
the event of climate change. As the Vice Minister for Commerce, Industry and Environment 
(VMCIE) explained: 
The Government understands that relying on importation is not secure for our country 
especially when climate change has negative impacts on rice-producing countries. 
So we are working with various cooperatives across the country in various sectors, 
including trade, fisheries, agriculture, and multi sectorial. In agriculture, we ask 
cooperative groups to grow mahogany and teak in the edges and fatuk laran (rocky) 
sides of the farms. The fertile and flat lands are used to grow food crops. To be a 
member, the person needs to own land. So that the individual farm is used to grow 
short-term crops for their households needs, we provide them with seeds and sweet 
potato cuttings. We are also trying to introduce a new variety of breadfruit, which is 
now grown in Hawaii, to grow in Baucau, Suai and other parts of the country. This 
new variety would have two harvests in a year, not like the one we have in Baucau 
now. Breadfruit has two benefits—to improve food security and help address climate 
change problems (VMCIE, February, 2014). 
The views about the Government’s approach to establishing cooperative groups were 
diverse across different categories of respondents. Some respondents applauded the 
approach, while others were critical. Some respondents believed that a cooperative 
established through government support could not survive when the support stops. 
However, a report from the Ministry of Commerce, Industry and Environment showed there 
were already 152 cooperatives registered in Timor-Leste (MCIE, 2012-2013). The study 
found there was no single cooperative group in Fatubolu, despite villagers mainly producing 
a cash crop, coffee. In Afaloicai, the Ministry of Commerce, Industry and Environment has 
listed a cooperative, the Afaloicai Furak (Beautiful Afaloicai), as active since 16/10/2010, 
engaging in multisectoral activities including production and selling of beans, business, and 
animal husbandry (MCIE,2012-2013). On this topic, the village chief stated:  
Currently (2013), there is no cooperative group that is operational here (Afaloicai). 
Two-three months ago, there was a leader from Dili came here to talk to us about 
establishing a cooperative. We had two meetings, so far nobody has been registered 
as a member. The person told us through a cooperative we would be asked to rear 
pigs and grow beans and sell them to the cooperative. However, we did not reach an 
agreement on the feeding stock for pigs because we had concerns as how to get 
food for the pigs. As for the beans, we were happy with the idea but it has not yet 
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materialised. I am not sure when the person is coming back to the village for further 
meetings (Mario, July, 2013). 
These quotes suggest some conflicting information about the cooperative programs. The 
Vice Minister’s account above underscores the Government’s approach to the establishment 
of cooperative programs throughout the country. In addition, the MCIE 2012-2013 report also 
supports the Vice Minister’s account. However, the narrative from the village chief of 
Afaloicai indicates a different story. There was no single cooperative program that was active 
in his village, despite the Government already having listed one. This could mean several 
things; firstly the ministry might be fabricating the figures to show on paper the successful 
implementation of the cooperative program. Second it could also mean that a cooperative 
was used as a means to advance individual or group interests.  
The other interesting point from the Vice Minister’s narrative is the use of land as criteria to 
become a member of the food producing cooperative. As discussed before, land law has not 
yet been approved by the national Parliament; and past injustices involving ‘‘land grabbing’’ 
during the Portuguese and Indonesian occupations have not been resolved. Using land 
ownership as membership criteria for the cooperative would only serve to further distance 
the landless and poor people from receiving benefits from the program, while continuing to 
advance or strengthen the status quo in the country. This discriminatory policy, coupled with 
the impact of climate change, which is expected to hit the poor and vulnerable, would be 
detrimental to the poor and landless members of the community. 
7.4 Conclusion 
This chapter examines local experiences of, and responses to, climate change. It was found 
that local experience of climate change was largely in line with the scientific projections and 
evidence. The changes in the timing of rainfall and rising temperature were already real and 
have had negative effects in Timor-Leste, from the perspective of lived experience.  
The chapter also presents local perspectives on the cause of climate change. It was found 
that both local and international actions were responsible for climate change. However, poor 
and vulnerable people, especially the landless workers were shouldering more of the 
burden, such as being paid less due to a reduction in coffee prices. This finding resonates 
with broader scientific evidence about the impact of climate change, which is likely to hit poor 
and developing countries harder, despite these countries having contributed little to causing 
the problem (see IPCCC, 2001, 2007, 2014). However, at the global level, this injustice has 
not been well recognised in the responses to climate change. Instead, dubious solutions 
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such as carbon trading schemes designed to trade our way of the problem (Lyons & 
Westoby, 2014, 2015) have been recommended by international institutions and 
governments, despite critics showing that carbon trading schemes are a false solution that 
will not contribute to a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions. Instead the schemes will shift 
the responsibility to the poor and developing countries, which have contributed the least to 
the cause of the problems (WPCCC, 2010; Lyons & Westoby, 2013, 2014, 2015; GRAIN, 
2015b).  
In Timor-Leste, it was found that subsistence communities had better food security than 
those relying on the market for food security in a ‘‘normal’’ climate. For instance, 
respondents in Afaloicai revealed that there was sufficient food even when the road 
connection to their village was cut off, while in Fatubolu and more in Comoro, household 
food security was largely determined by their ability to participate in the market or buy food 
from the market. Others in Fatubolu indicated their food insecurity was a function of food 
prices and access to production factors including land for food production. In most cases the 
combination of these factors caused food shortages for poor and vulnerable members of the 
community.   
When it came to responding to climate change, various strategies were examined, including 
changing planting and harvesting times, foraging and growing varieties that were more 
adaptable to drought and rains. These responses are known as autonomous responses in 
relation to farming activities and food security. These actions were proven to be well 
connected to local contexts and values. In addition, the chapter also discussed various 
government and NGOs initiatives, known as planned adaptation, which is policy-driven 
strategy aimed at enhancing and supporting local communities to maximise the adaptation 
outputs. In analysing local responses and government initiatives to address food insecurity 
and climate change, the chapter showed that government responses to food production and 
climate change have failed to take into consideration the local values and circumstances that 
contribute to shaping food insecurity. Such local customs and past injustices translate into 
access to resources. In addition, government responses were not well coordinated and at 
times contributed to the problems rather than easing them. 
The persistence of food insecurity in Timor-Leste, where the majority of the population 
involved in farming activities lives at subsistence level, is a consequence of national 
government policy failure. Hence, a new policy direction is required to promote solutions to 
food insecurity that not only have positive outcomes, but that are also congruent with the 
efforts being made to respond to climate change. That is, a policy is needed that provides 
access to production factors (land, seeds and water) to those most in need to help them 
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cater for their needs. This resonates with the concept and principles of food sovereignty, as 
discussed in Chapter Three, and it might become relevant to bridge the two areas, 
addressing food insecurity while contributing solutions to climate change problems. This 
would facilitate integration of the micro-autonomous adaption with the macro policy-driven 
planned adaptation to the impacts of climate change on food security for the poor and 
vulnerable across the country. In the next chapter I will discuss these issues in more detail. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT – DISCUSSION: FOOD 
SOVEREIGNTY FOR TIMOR-LESTE 
8.1 Introduction 
Food sovereignty provides a powerful alternative framework for restructuring global food 
systems (GFS) in a globalised environment, defined by climate change. It seeks to redress 
the failed globalised food system that relies on unfair trade, modern technology and scientific 
knowledge to unfairly cater for developed countries, corporations and rich people at the 
expense of poor people, particularly in the global south. This inequitable food system, as 
demonstrated in the empirical chapters of this thesis, has also contributed to food insecurity 
in Timor-Leste, by driving long-term changes to the local food system since colonial times. In 
the post-independence period, the Government has continued to pursue agricultural 
modernisation and market-based policies for food security, which can be observed by way of 
the hijacking of agri-food policies by the modernist development logic in approaches to food 
security. However, the local food system transformation has failed to provide all Timorese 
people with sufficient food in terms of quantity and quality, and has other deficiencies. It has 
created profound social, economic, cultural and ecological impacts, which reduces the 
resilience of local food systems to both internal and external shocks, as demonstrated in 
Chapters Five, Six and Seven.  
The purpose of this chapter is to theoretically discuss the empirical findings of this thesis by 
examining the experience of Timor-Leste in agri-food system governance within the GFS, 
and in the context of climate change. The chapter is divided into two parts. The f irst 
discusses key themes emerging from empirical findings, focusing on issues relating to 
governance, participation, science and sustainability, land rights and market-based solutions 
to climate change. The second part of the chapter focuses on food sovereignty as a pathway 
to a sustainable food system in the context of climate change. In this part, I will also discuss 
what food sovereignty means to Timor-Leste based on its context; and pathways to 
reimagining food sovereignty in Timor-Leste.  
The chapter concludes that food insecurity in Timor-Leste is the outcome of political failure in 
the agri-food sectors, resulting from both internal and external factors, which in combination 
hinder the development of a sustainable national food system capable of providing food of 
satisfactory quantity and quality. The chapter argues that the pursuit of modernist techno-fix 
and market-based policies for food security have encouraged politicians to rely on a top-
down, scientific planning and decision-making process for agri-food development. These 
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approaches, coupled with customary practices of resource allocation and decision-making, 
have limited the opportunity for inclusive and authentic participation of poor and vulnerable 
people in building a sustainable national food system. They have also limited the state’s 
ability to meet its obligations under international conventions to respect, protect and fulfil the 
right to food for all citizens (see UN, 1948; ICESR, 1966). Therefore, the thesis argues for 
rebuilding the current food system using a food sovereignty framework that is based on a 
combination of insider (reformer/change agents) and radical approaches. The former is 
about working with the state system, decision-makers and politicians to integrate the food 
sovereignty concept and principles in policy design and implementation. In addition, it 
involves working with the community to affect changes to food choices and preferences. The 
latter is about opposing agri-food policies that do not serve local people through rallies, 
social disobedience, petitions and community education (see Moyer et al., 2001; Lyons, 
2014a). Integral to this reconfiguration of the food system is the empowerment of the poor 
and vulnerable to take control of their food system. This can only be solidified through 
secured access to, and control over, productive resources including land, and being able to 
participate effectively in agri-food development policies and implementation.  
8.2 Major themes emerging from empirical findings 
In this section I explore various issues such as governance, participation, science and 
sustainability, land rights and market-based solutions to climate change, and informed by my 
key empirical findings. Discussing these themes will then enable me to draw some insights 
for rebuilding the current food system into one that can cater for all Timorese in the context 
of climate change. 
8.2.1 Governance 
Governance is about the way in which the authority of power is exercised by institutions and 
traditions within a country (Kaufmann, Kraay, & Mastruzzi, 2011). Its concerns involve 
regulations, laws and policies for guiding, steering, directing, restraining, controlling and 
managing (Dahlberg, 2001). In recent decades, in many advanced capitalist nation states, 
this traditional top-down approach has been challenged though deliberative democracy, 
which requires deliberative processes as part of broader governance mechanisms (Dryzek, 
2009; Lyons, 2013; Marinova, Todorov, & Hossain, 2015). The rise of deliberative 
democracy can be understood as an interactive process, which fosters collaboration 
between the state and private sectors to exercise a deliberative approach to achieving 
common results; rather than state institutions exercising control and demand (Lang et al., 
2009). Deliberative approaches are central to good governance, which is a pre-condition for 
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sustainable development in the agri-food sector (see Chapter Three), and relates to the 
centrality of inclusive participation, engagement and empowerment so as to directly shape 
development processes (Sarkissian et al., 2009; M. M. Khan, 2010). In food and nutrition 
security, good governance means prioritising policies, plans, programs and strategies to 
address food insecurity and malnutrition for vulnerable people (High Level Task Force on the 
Global Food Security Crisis, 2010; Duncan, 2015).  
The governance of the agri-food sector in Timor-Leste, as documented in this thesis, 
however, shows several shortfalls in the essential parameters of good governance, both in 
internal and external factors. Internal factors refer to those that arise from local contexts and 
values, such as complicated geographical configuration, patronage relations, lack of 
education, young democracy, customary practices, corruption and nepotism; while external 
factors include development aid, power, technology, knowledge, free trade and international 
players. These factors, in combination, inhibit effective and good governance that requires 
deliberative process related to the food system in Timor-Leste. In the following sections, I will 
demonstrate how the combination of these internal and external factors influences agri-food 
governance in Timor-Leste. 
8.2.1.1 Internal factors 
This thesis has identified several internal factors inhibiting sustainable governance of the 
national food system in Timor-Leste. Some of these factors emanated from past occupations 
and administrations, including limited investment in infrastructure, health and education 
during the Portuguese occupation, and all senior officials being non-Timorese during the 
Indonesian occupation. These limited investments, coupled with poverty, corruption, 
nepotism, patronage relationships, customary practices, and the lack of deliberative 
democracy in post-independence Timor, have all made the task of national development, 
including that of agri-food related development, daunting. The combination of these factors 
have also contributed to a lack of synergies and collaborations between government 
departments in policies, strategies and programs that transcend into confusing development 
policies, which in many cases are counterproductive, with outcomes that have  hindered the 
implementation of good governance of the food system (see Chapters Five and Six). 
The thesis has also identified that many important points of tension occurred due to conflicts 
between the norms and values of modernity and those of traditional institutions. For 
instance, despite women being allowed to own land and participate in decision-making 
processes under laws and the Constitution, their actual participation and ownership of land is 
still predominantly determined by men under the customary system (see Chapters Two and 
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Seven). This finding is similar to conclusions from reports on governance in Timor-Leste 
(see Cummins, 2010; CEPAD & Intepeace, 2009). This points to a new development path 
that can bring together different values and norms, local and modern, to serve local 
communities better. According to Cummins (2010), the life of Timorese people reflects this 
system in operation as people live with both traditional and modern values. As such, 
continued reliance on modern pathways, without due consideration to local values and 
context, would not be able to address local problems because customary systems also have 
political and economic significance. For instace, as discussed in Chapter Seven, maintening 
the intricate relationship is importance for access to resources including land for crop 
production.     
Limited infrastructure, especially in road connections, transportation and market information, 
also become obstacles for farmers investing in farming activities, with infrastructure 
frequently mentioned by others (Kusago, 2005; RDTL, 2011) as main obstacles to service 
delivery and market access. As detailed in Chapters Five and Seven, the damage to road 
networks is a particular limiting factor for market access and distribution of crops produced in 
rural areas reaching urban markets. This, coupled with market-based policies for food 
security, has resulted in significant importation of foodstuffs, which in turn further limited 
market opportunities for local product, as well as giving primary food producers no incentive 
to increase the quality and quantity of production. 
Complicating these problems is the lack of well-educated people for senior official positions; 
both as a result of historical legacies and poor coordination between educated people 
capable of analysing policies and programs being implemented. Moreover, embracing 
modernist agriculture also requires new technologies and knowledge, which were non 
existent previously in the country. This has given more opportunity to foreign experts to play 
a leading role in designing development policies and decision-making processes. This 
implies that not only have security, development aid and trade relationships in the post-
independence period brough complex problems into decion-making processes (Anderson, 
2016b) (see Chapter Two), but so to have attempts to techno-fix agricultural problems (see 
Chapter Six).  
In addition, due to these factors, the post-independence governments have relied on 
historical leaders who acquired their “big names” and privileges during the resistance against 
occupation. The governance of the country is reduced to slogans, similar to those that were 
used to attract people to the cause of independence, in order to garner support while 
remaining unable to transform the rhetoric into actual policy design and implementation. For 
instance, the Ministry of Agriculture uses of the concept of ‘‘food sovereignty’’ in its 
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discourses, but has failed to deliver programs that implement food sovereignty. The use of 
program such as “The People Grow and Government Buys” is also not supported by other 
measures, including fair trade, infrastructure, market information or reduction of importation 
(see Chapter Six).   
Apart from impacting on the governance of the country, a heavy reliance on well-known 
leaders has also led to the adoption of a leadership style that is shaped by patterns of 
behaviour and relationships forged during the period of resistance and achievement of 
independence. This resulted in Timorese people overlooking other attributes (CEPAD & 
Intepeace, 2009) that are essential for development of the country including policies. This 
leadership style sometime weakens the state’s ability to provide services that are impartial to 
all citizens, which has been worsened through external influences. Next, I will discuss some 
of these factors. 
8.2.1.2 External factors 
Since 1999, Timor-Leste has been significantly influenced by UN organisations, bilateral and 
multilateral agencies. From 1999–2012 thousands of UN troops and advisers, along with a 
large number of international donors, flooded the capital of Dili and surrounding districts, 
bringing with them values, knowledge, technology, money and a concept of democracy and 
governance from outside of the country. As detailed in Chapters Two, Five and Six, the 
experts within these organisations started to have a significant influence on the direction of 
the country’s development, including that of agriculture. Instead of building on the existing 
social structure and traditional ways that Timorese society has functioned in the past, they 
initiated a new process based on their expert views, politics and scientific discourses. 
Meanwhile, institutions such as the World Bank, which had employed these experts since 
the 1990s, have embraced a participatory approach for community development in order to 
have a meaningful effect on poor people life (Robb, 2004).   
In the agricultural development sector, the Australian Centre of International Agricultural 
Research (ACIAR) in cooperation with the Consultative Group for International Agricultural 
Research (CGIAR) established Seeds of Life (SoL) to address food insecurity. The 
establishment of SoL was claimed by the international experts within ACIAR and CGIAR to 
be based on a mission report in 1999 (see Chapters One and Six), where they defined the 
problems of crop production in Timor-Leste and prescribed solutions around bringing in new 
seeds in order to increase crop production. Since then the subsequent reports and 
documents from both SoL and the Government of Timor-Leste (see for example RDTL, 
2011, 2013) have consistently argued that subsistence farming was the main cause of food 
175 
 
insecurity. Therefore, agricultural modernisation took place, mediated by the use of new 
seeds from centres belonging to CGIAR and mechanisation policies by the Government. 
Since then, the international agencies including ACIAR through SoL scientists have 
continued to exert significant influence on agri-food development. As discussed in Chapters 
Two and Six, SoL and FAO have significant influence on various policies including seeds, 
and food and nutrition security.  
Agricultural modernisation relies on scientific knowledge and discourses (discussed in a later 
part of this chapter) and compatibility with free trade arrangements. In Timor-Leste, due to 
limited development during the foreign occupations (see Chapter Two), the pursuit of 
agricultural modernisation has given more opportunity to external players to control the local 
food system, bringing benefits to international corporations and financial institutions. This is 
similar to the situation in other developing countries, including Haiti. According to existing 
literature (see Bello, 2009; Holt-Gimenez, Patel,& Shattuck, 2009; Mackintosh, 2011), 
domestic rice production in Haiti before the implementation of free trade was at least able to 
meet 75% of domestic needs. However, due to trade liberalisation proposed by the World 
Bank and IMF in late 1980s, Haiti has to import more than 75% of its rice from the USA. 
Consequently, when food prices spiked in 2008, it had devastating effects on the poor who 
previously had had no problems in providing foods for their families. In Timor-Leste, as 
discussed in Chapter Five, importation has gone up while many farms have been 
abandoned despite significant investment in the agricultural sector. This has created a 
situation where Timor-Leste national food security is dependent upon importation (see 
Chapter Five). 
The pursuit of agricultural modernisation has hindered the Government in meeting its 
obligations, which are to be found in the international conventions of respecting, protecting 
and fulfilling the right to food for its people. This failure is due to both local and external 
factors, which have driven the development of the agri-food sectors according to a modernist 
approach (see Chapters Two, Five and Six) that benefits small groups while marginalising 
others. These findings are in agreement with existing literature (see Heilbroner, 1992; 
Stiglitz, 2007; Chakrabarti, 2014), which underscores that while the market benefits some, it 
also creates impoverishment for others. In addition, the pursuit of modernist agricultural 
development relied on expert views, scientific knowledge and technologies that were limited 
in Timor-Leste, and as such also limited the opportunity for broader inclusive and authentic 
participation in agri-food governance, which will be discussed in the next section. 
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8.2.2 Participation 
As discussed in Chapter Three, the ultimate phase of participation is to empower citizens 
who are otherwise ignored or neglected to directly shape and influence the outcome of 
policies. This is also known as “citizen power”, which gives ordinary citizens a chance to 
control and implement the policies (See Arnstein, 1969, 1996; Sarkissian et al., 2009), and is 
an essential feature of food sovereignty. Others (see Dryzek, 2009; Lyons, 2013) have also 
discussed this process exercising deliberative capacity through an inclusive and authentic 
engagement with various stakeholders. Without engaging locals in a deliberative manner, 
development programs, which are supposed to have a positive impact on local livelihoods, 
can further exacerbate the situation (Sarkissian et al., 2009). The deliberative approach can 
only be realised when power holders hear the voice of marginalised people and also allow 
them to control and own decision-making processes (Guijt, 1994; Fowler, 2002; Munford, & 
Walsh-Tapiata, 2005; Ife, 2009; Lyons, 2013).  
However, the findings of this thesis have demonstrated that there are several challenges 
hindering inclusive and authentic participation in agri-food development in Timor-Leste. 
These challenges emanate from limited education, a young democracy, corruption, 
traditional practices, challenging geography, cultural practices, gender inequality and 
patronage relationships. For instance, this study found that tractor distribution sometimes 
followed political party lines, limiting or demotivating farmers from continued engagement in 
food production (see Chapter Six). Despite participation being advocated as a possible 
solution to the problems associated with top-down, scientific approaches, the current 
pathways of development pursued by the government in the current political and socio-
cultural context might create some obstacles in promoting authentic and inclusive 
participation as advocated by Sarkissian et al. (2009) Dryzek (2009) and Lyons (2013). In 
this section, I discuss some of these factors, starting with traditional practices, education and 
gender issues.  
8.2.2.1 Traditional practices, gender inequality and challenging geography  
Traditionally, Timorese society was structured around uma lisan (house origin) ‘‘kinship’’ 
where membership is associated with a common ancestor or origin. As discussed in 
Chapters Two and Three, this customary governance is very strong in rural Timor-Leste (see 
for example McWilliam, 2005; Kingsbury, 2007; Mearns, 2008).  Under such a system, some 
people are given more rights than others by family members of the “house of origin” to make 
decisions representing the household, community or alliance. However, due to a patrilineal 
system, most power for decision-making rests with men, even in some communities where 
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matrilineal systems are observed, decisions outside the family house are still made by men 
(CEPAD, 2014). Despite this, the study found that there is an emerging trend of synergies 
between husbands and wives in relation to decision-making related to agricultural activities 
(see Chapter Six). However, the challenging geographical configuration, which limits the 
regional mobility of local people and contributes to a low education level for most villagers, 
makes it difficult to maintain meaningful and critical engagement with all stakeholders.  
The findings of this thesis also show that despite some respondents upholding customary 
decision-making as a fair system in resources allocation, especially for land allocation, there 
are some key disadvantages. These include a lack of women’s participation in decision-
making essential for their livelihoods with respect to land allocation. For instance, women 
might be given the right to use land when they are married but in return they have to 
continue meeting the requirements or obligations set by the men through intricate 
relationships such as giving cows, buffaloes or money whenever a customary ceremony is 
organised and held by men. Failure to meet this requirement could result in the land being 
taken back by the men. This is in addition to the already discriminatory nature of customary 
practices where women are not allowed to own land (see more discussion in land rights 
section below). Therefore, traditional or customary decision-making processes can be seen 
as an obstacle to establishing a fair, just and sustainable food system when certain 
conditions are not fulfilled for the economically poor members of a community. In addition, 
when community or village leaders are not from an upper house of origin, their authority is 
also undermined.  
8.2.2.2 Top-down decision-making and patronage relationships 
Post-independence governments have pursued an agriculture productivist approach and 
have increasingly relied on top-down and centralised decision-making processes. 
Experiences from around the world have shown criticism of this narrow approach to 
development, including for agriculture, over many years (see Allen, 2004; Bello, 2009; 
Lyons, 2013). In Timor-Leste, democracy is still young and its principles for the engagement 
of citizens are lacking in practice. This gives more legitimacy for personalised decision-
making and governance based on personal values and principles gathered during the 
struggle for independence (IPAC, 2014). In addition, Timor-Leste has no experience of 
democratic governance before becoming independent in 2002. During the long periods of 
foreign occupation and administration, Timorese people have had limited experience of 
engagement in governance structures or in development processes (see Chapter Two). This 
lack of experience also contributed to the challenges of deciding on ways to develop 
democratic structures (CEPAD & Intepeace, 2009).  
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The use of top-down, scientific approaches to agricultural development has so far failed to 
provide food to all Timorese people as the initiatives have failed to take into account the 
diverse social, cultural and environmental contexts in which farmers live and work. In 
addition, it has also failed to provide the range of support relevant to local needs in order to 
address local changes taking place in agriculture. This is because market-based approaches 
to addressing food insecurity in developing countries are spearheaded by the World Bank, 
IMF and WTO, which have not only limited state power to control the food system but also 
give opportunities to corporations to continue capital accumulation (see Rosset, 1999, 
2000a, 2000b; Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 2010; McMichael, 2014). 
This approach to development gives considerable power to international agencies to 
influence the direction of development in this new country. The agricultural development in 
Timor-Leste has increasingly relied on techno-fixes and foreign experts, where decisions are 
top-down, non-representative and non-participatory. This story, from initial claims of ‘‘lack of 
improved germs’’ to seeing subsistence farming as ‘‘the main cause of food insecurity’’ and 
embarking on agricultural modernisation, seems to be captured in Dryzek’s (2006) claims 
that discourses can embody power as they condition norms and perceptions of actors, 
suppressing some interests while advancing others.  
As this thesis is being written, a decentralisation program is being rolled out across the 
country. As discussed in Chapter Two, the Timorese government is committed to the 
principle of decentralisation and has embarked on the process in order to bring services 
closer to communities. The commitment to decentralisation would allow the Government 
reflect global trends towards encouraging various forms of decentralisation (Cummins, 
2010). However, the democratising impact of decentralisation cannot simply be taken for 
granted and its impact in promoting community participation in Timor-Leste depends on a 
wide range of factors across cultural, technical, political and geographical dimensions. This 
is because, even at the national level and with minimal logistic problems, progress by the 
National Council on Food Security, Sovereignty and Nutrition (KONSSANTIL)—which was 
established by the Government in 2012 to improve inter-ministerial coordination and provide 
swift decisions to address food insecurity and malnutrition in the country (KONSSANTIL 
Working Group, 2013)—has failed to materialise. The programs and policies among 
ministries continue to be disconnected, resulting in counter-productive actions. For instance, 
the Ministry of Agriculture emphasised increasing local crop production, while the Ministry of 
Commerce, Industry and Environment flooded the market with imported white rice, which 
countered any benefit farmers would get from increasing production. This lack of 
coordination at the ministerial level might be due to internal divisions and political party 
rivalries within the Coalition Government.  
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The thesis also identified that modernist agricultural development has resulted in minimal 
consideration being paid to local values, norms and views when designing programs and 
policies. It shows that leaders tend to believe they are elected to make decisions on behalf of 
the communities. This, coupled with interest in retaining their place in the next election, has 
resulted in privatising state resources to benefit party or group interests. This situation is 
similar to that of some other nations undergoing a transition to democracy after emerging 
from recent conflict (see Chapter Two). These practices fall short of being either good or 
demonstrative of participatory governance, which according to Sarkissian et al. (2009) needs 
to be accountable to communities with decisions made openly rather than behind doors. 
When the practice of governance is rooted in collusion and nepotism, it opens the way for 
corruption and patronage relationships, especially when legal and democratic institutions are 
weak. This was echoed by MSI (2009, p. 4): 
The drivers of politics and economics in Timor-Leste are strongly characterised by 
powerful competing patronage networks countered by only very weak governance 
institutions and regulatory structures. The concentration of power in these networks 
revolves around their access to and distribution of state resources related largely to 
government jobs and public procurements. This occurs in an environment where 
unclear boundaries between an underdeveloped business sector and the ruling elite 
can lead to abuses. Moreover, patronage in filling government positions can lead to a 
highly politicised and captured bureaucracy. With weak loyalty to the state but strong 
social bonds to rival patronage networks, political legitimacy and stability of 
government are precarious, especially given the continuing potential for violence as a 
means of problem resolution. Overall, the ruling elite can act with a sense of impunity 
given an environment of limited accountability. 
In summary, this section has argued the Government of Timor-Leste has adopted practices 
that fall short of inclusive and authentic engagement of all stakeholders to exercise their 
deliberative capacity as discussed in the literature (see Dryzek, 2009; Lyons, 2013). At best, 
the current approach to agri-food development in Timor-Leste, according to Arnstein’s 
development ladder, falls within “nonparticipation”, which means just educating people about 
decisions that have been taken by some elites, or “tokenism”, which means allowing people 
to provide their opinions or views about agri-food development, but not necessarily 
considering them in policies and implementation (see Chapter Three). This is because the 
adoption of the modernist path of agri-food development has made politicians rely on elite-
based planning and decision-making and scientific discourses; and they have failed to 
incorporate other actors, especially the voices of rural farmers, in terms of their agencies or 
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subjectivities (see Lyons, 2013; 2014b). This implies that the Government should embrace 
an intensive structural reform in order to integrate local decision-making processes into a 
legal framework. This would maximise the opportunity for the poor and uneducated people to 
participate in the whole process, from determining the priorities to implementing policies for 
agricultural development.  
8.2.3 Science, “who knows best?” and sustainability 
This thesis has consistently examined two competing paradigms in agri-food development 
that give rise to different social and political discourses about the best way to address food 
insecurity. The first is modernist agricultural development, which was reconfigured as time 
passed and reconstructed into corporate-led developments in the 1980s (see Chapter 
Three). This corporate food system is backed by powerful alliances established by 
transnational corporations and developed countries (Bello, 2009). The other is an alternative 
farming approach, rooted in family farming practices and based on local or indigenous 
knowledge, such as those still widely practice in Timor-Leste today. This farming system 
considers agriculture as more than just economic and technical issues and includes 
concerns over environmental health and social justice and questions the scientific argument 
for the solution of agricultural problems (La via Campesina, 2009). 
Despite this, strategies to address food security problems at the international level, as 
discussed in Chapter Three, have been based on techno-fix or green revolution technologies 
since the 1970s, including the use of agro-biotechnology and particularly genetic 
engineering (see Chapter Three). This is in addition to policy measures, such as trade 
liberalisation and food aid. These international deliberations set a broad ideology for a 
continued conventional path of agricultural development, which gives more power to 
corporations to control the GFS. This development makes alternative farming practices, such 
as traditional and organic farming systems invisible, as well as overlooking local knowledge 
and values. In addition, the concerns of those affected by the policies are often marginalised 
(Desmarais, 2007). 
Biotechnology scientists often use discourses that are deemed attractive to lay people, such 
as yields or productivities, which are able to be measured. So when crop production is low, 
farmers are blamed for not using appropriate technologies or for failing to meet the specific 
requirements deemed necessary for optimal results, rather than questioning the 
appropriateness of the approach (Beckie, 2000; Norberg-Hodge et al., 2002). A similar 
situation is now experienced, as this thesis demonstrates, by the farmers in Timor-Leste. 
The study found that scientists with the SoL/ACIAR project have a signif icant influence on 
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the direction of agricultural development in Timor-Leste. In addition, housing the SoL/ACIAR 
project within the Ministry of Agriculture has raised concerns because it is difficult for the 
public to separate research undertaken for a common good from research carried out to 
meet industrial goals. In fact, some seeds being released by SoL have been seen as an 
attempt to serve the interests of industries, rather than decrease food insecurity (see 
Chapter Six). In addition, the rush to release new varieties is also seen as an attempt to 
advance a career, because research and publication also increases the research merit and 
funding for future research. As Beckie (2000) points out, as research funding is increasingly 
tied to the private sector, there has been increasing emphasis on technological solutions and 
a lack of attention to alternative low-input approaches. Consequently, when the relationship 
with industry strengthens, scientists increasingly lose connection with the realities in which 
rural people live and work. And the lack of connection with local reality and context becomes 
a great obstacle for sustainability (Sarkissian et al., 2009). 
Sustainability has different meanings to different people. However, in agri-food sectors, it is 
about using locally available technology and farmers’ skills and knowledge in food 
production to minimise environmental impacts (Pretty, 1999; Altieri, 2003) and address 
social justice. In addition, using local knowledge, technologies and other locally-available 
resources allows for greater engagement with the local environment and values, which 
according to Sarkissian et al. (2009) is essential for local sustainability. This means that 
sustainability not only concerns the environmental impact, economic viability and social 
equity or justice issues, but is also about accessing knowledge, participation, ethical 
regulations, recognition of spirituality, health, diversity and cultural nourishment, and the 
creation of trusting relationships (Kloppenburg et al., 2000). 
However, this thesis shows that, current agri-food development in Timor-Leste is missing 
these essential elements of sustainability as the country embraces agricultural 
modernisation and a market-based approach to food security. These approaches are tied to 
scientific or expert-based decision-making. As the empirical findings of this thesis showed, 
decision-makers were increasingly reliant on international experts, technologies and new 
seeds, while the importance of local context, knowledge and seeds was demoted. Under 
these conditions, farmers have little say about agricultural development, yet they assume a 
greater share of the risk. This becomes a significant barrier to sustainability and therefore 
food sovereignty. 
In short, this thesis has shown that sustainable agricultural development is a complex 
multidimensional process, involving different actors and issues. Sustainable agricultural 
development is not about a techno-fix and expert knowledge but a process of obtaining and 
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integrating various pieces of knowledge into practices through different mechanisms for the 
long-term sustainability of the agri-food system (Saifi, 2004). However, the post-
independence governments of Timor-Leste have relied on top-down, scientific knowledge to 
transform traditional farming practices through distribution of tractors, high-yielding varieties 
and putting more emphasis on cash crops as a way to address food security problems. In 
doing so, decision-makers in Timor-Leste, perhaps unknowingly, are increasing the 
dependency of the national food system on biotechnological companies whose objective is 
to increase profits rather than make Third World agriculture more productive (Altieri & 
Rosset, 1999). In addition, these policies also render Timorese farmers dependent on the 
state for services such as provision of tractors, free tilling, irrigation, seeds and extension 
services, as small farmers, even those in industrial countries, are often unable to cover the 
associated cost for such services (Rosset, 1999, 2000b). This argument is in line with 
evidence from other countries, including India, and shows that the replacement of 
subsistence farming has a serious effect at micro and macro levels, leading to the 
immiseration of the rural and urban poor (Akram-Lodhi, 2009; Chakrabarti, 2014). This 
situation, coupled with inequitable access to productive resources, including secure access 
to and control over land, make it impossible for the landless and poor to effectively 
participate in decision-making. Next I will discuss why access to land is essential for rural 
people to participate in agri-food development. 
8.2.4 Land rights 
Secured access to and control over productive resources, such as land, are vitally important 
in transforming food sovereignty into more than just a normative concept. This is because 
secured access and ownership of the land would allow people to increase crop production 
and give the opportunity to people, especially the poor, to exert greater control over their 
own food system by linking rights to food with their livelihoods. However, land access is 
often negotiated through varying arrangements, historical and contemporary, such as land 
grabs, the legacy of colonial occupations, customary practices and market-based 
approaches to rural development (Cryan, 2015). The combination of some, or all, of these 
factors hinders equal access to land between men and women, rich and poor, power holders 
and ordinary people.  
In Timor-Leste, despite the Constitution clearly setting out the principles of equality and non- 
discrimination for all citizens (RDTL, 2002, article 16), with all men and women having the 
same rights and duties in all areas of family, political, economic, social and cultural life 
(RDTL, 2002, article 17); the strong patriarchal culture becomes an underlying barrier, 
particularly for women needing to secure their rights to land and property (see Chapter 
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Seven). This is captured in CEPAD’s argument that “State laws may determine ‘rights’ but 
the customary justice system actually determines ownership in practice” (CEPAD, 2014, p. 
63). However, this thesis also argues that in a neoliberal environment, access to land in 
Timor-Leste has increasingly been complicated by political and economic power relations. 
This conclusion is similar to arguments drawn from several reports (see Lao Hamutuk, 2005; 
Anderson, 2006a; CEPAD, 2014), indicating that resource access, including to land, was 
unequal. This was due the several factors including numerous political and legal regimes 
existing in Timor-Leste over the past 500 years, displacement during the Portuguese and 
Indonesian occupations, and the absence of a law regulating land.   
Therefore, guaranteeing secure land access for landless peasant farmers and giving them 
the opportunity to participate in decision-making processes is essential for achieving food 
sovereignty. Access to land is also a means of empowering the poor to take control of their 
food system for food security without having to rely on a third party. This can only happen 
through genuine agrarian reform, as articulated by La via Campesina: 
A genuine agrarian reform is necessary, which gives landless and farming people— 
especially women—ownership and control of the land they work and returns 
territories to indigenous peoples. The right to land must be free of discrimination on 
the basis of gender, religion, race, social class or ideology; the land belongs to those 
who work it (La via Campesina, 1996). 
Several examples of land reform can be noted, including in Ethiopia and Venezuela, where 
there has been land redistribution and community land licensing respectively. According to 
Schiavoni and Camacaro (2009), Venezuela embarked on land reform processes. However, 
“the law allows for the expropriation of private land only under a specific set of 
circumstances and through an extensive legal process, which includes compensation for the 
landowner at current market values”. This resulted in large parcels of land once owned by a 
single person being transferred to rural communities to ensure the land was used for food 
production for local people (Schiavoni & Camacaro, 2009, p. 133). In Ethiopia, according 
Springfield (2012), the Government from 1976–1978 made an effort to reclaim and 
redistribute land, which was concentrated in the hands of a few due to a feudal system. In 
1975, the Government abolished this system in favour of a socialist system according to 
1987 Constitution. Land was expropriated from people who owned large parcels and 
redistributed equally to people through peasant associations (Springfield, 2012). The 
landholders were given compensation according to the Constitution. These two examples 
represent radical land reform and resonate with the second principle of food sovereignty. 
Useful information can be learnt from these experiences as a starting point for land reform in 
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Timor-Leste to provide landless and poor peasant farmers with access to productive land in 
according to second principle of food sovereignty. This would enable landless people (see 
Chapter Seven) to maintain control over their food system. 
In summary, access to land is a big challenge for achieving food sovereignty. For local 
people to have power to control their own food, they need to have access to land, water and 
seeds. Addressing land ownership and access is necessary if Timor-Leste is to achieve food 
sovereignty. This means that regardless of the political rhetoric of self-sufficiency based on 
the best policies, unless injustices associated with land access are abolished, food 
sovereignty in Timor-Leste will remain a utopian vision. This is also highlighted by existing 
literature, which underscores that food sovereignty can only occur when small farmers are 
able to access and control land and other production factors, implying that farmers need to 
have secure land tenure and/or access to productive land (Springfield, 2012). Therefore, the 
inability to secure land for farming activities is the real cause of hunger and poverty in Timor-
Leste, as people do not have money to buy food in the market. Without addressing these 
issues in relation to land use and ownership, the landless poor people will bear more of the 
burden of food insecurity in the future, especially in the context of a changing climate. 
8.2.5 Market-based solutions to climate change 
The challenges of achieving food sovereignty discussed in the preceding sections are set to 
be exacerbated under climate change, which is set to have a devastating impact on poor 
and developing countries. Chapter Three shows that global responses to climate change are 
split into mitigation and adaption. However, Parties to the UNFCCC, especially the 
developed countries parties, have been pushing market-based solutions including carbon-
trading scheme as part of their mitigation commitment (see Chapter Three). There are 
growing concerns about whether reported greenhouse gas emission reductions delivered 
through this mechanism are genuine (see Adams & Luchsinger, 2009; Lyons & Westoby, 
2013, 2015). As WPCCC (2010) has argued, emissions trading schemes have undermined 
emission reduction commitments from developed countries due to a lack of systems to 
monitor accounting loopholes. Consequently, the use of carbon markets could mean no net 
contribution to reducing emissions from the developed countries.  
Many developed countries increasingly advocate for flexible mechanisms such as carbon 
markets, which serve their interests best by allowing them to continue growing their 
economy and emitting greenhouse gas emissions by pricing the ecosystem services 
(McMichael, 2009b; Lyons & Westoby, 2015). This is because poor developing countries 
have to allocate prime agricultural land to capture emissions, which can be used as a credit 
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for developed countries or corporations to continue emitting greenhouse gasses (AFSA, 
2011; GRAIN, 2015a, 2015b). For example in Timor-Leste, an Australian social enterprise 
called WithOneSeed has implemented a mahogany tree plantation scheme as a solution to 
poverty and environmental problems in Timor-Leste. The NGO/company asks farmers to 
grow mahogany trees in their farms in return for cash paid through a carbon trade scheme. 
While no farmer seemed aware of the negative impact of the WithOneSeed enterprise, 
experiences from other countries, including Uganda, have shown that the carbon trade 
scheme does not bring the promised development and instead is a way to continue the 
process of accumulation at the expense of the poor local people (Lyons & Westoby, 2013, 
2014; Westoby & Lyons, 2015). 
The current market-based approach to solving climate change through carbon trading 
schemes will inevitably make the poor and smallholder farmers more vulnerable to food 
insecurity, when their small farming land has been converted into tree plantations. This, 
coupled with approaches to addressing food security through productivist agriculture, which 
encouraged the distribution of high-yielding varieties to increase crop production, would 
result in local people, especially the poor, bearing the impacts of climate change, while they 
also struggle with food security. This is similar to the experience of injustice and power 
struggles in many developing countries including Uganda, where subsistence farmers have 
experienced inhumane treatment at the hands of private investors in forestry plantations 
(see Lyons & Westoby, 2013; Westoby & Lyons, 2015).  
In summary, the evidence presented in this thesis demonstrates that food insecurity in 
Timor-Leste is not simply a product of low-crop production by subsistence farmers and/or a 
lack of access to markets but the result of ongoing processes leading to the 
disempowerment of local communities trying to cater for themselves (see Mazoyer & 
Roudart, 2006; McMichael, 2008). This implies solutions to current agri-food development in 
Timor-Leste, just as in other developing countries, have an international bearing. Actions 
that are taken on a global level have significant ramifications for poor people and poor 
countries. This means the root cause of food insecurity is the pathway or developmental 
approach, which is about policies and decision-making at different levels of governance. 
Since the modernisation approach to developmental issues has not provided fair and 
equitable solutions and is also contributing significantly to climate change; there is a need for 
a new global approach to rural development and food (see Beckie, 2000). The new food 
system approach has to fill the gap created by the current globalised food system, rooted in 
social justice and the empowerment of the most vulnerable members of the community to 
have control over their food system. Central to achieving this objective are policies and 
structural reforms that allow the concepts of food sovereignty to be applied in practice. 
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8.3 Food sovereignty: a theoretical and political bridge 
between different discourses and actors 
Food sovereignty, a position proposed by La via Campesina, as discussed in Chapter Three, 
was put forward as an alternative policy framework to address food insecurity. It is rooted in 
democracy and the ability of local people to make decisions affecting their lives. It is an 
alternative to the dominant GFS and policies that prioritise exports over domestic 
consumption (La via Campesina, 2009; Rosset, 2011a; Springfield, 2012; Lawrence & 
McMichael, 2012). It is also seen as a challenge to ‘‘both the theory that underlies the food 
security model and the polities that have emerged from it’’ (Schanbacher, 2010, p. viii), 
which has been used to promote corporate accumulation through large scale mono-cultural 
farming practices, land concentration and free trade. This process of accumulation by 
corporation at the expense of ecological, economic and social issues in the global south has 
been termed as the “corporate food regime” (McMichael, 2005, 2009c; Lyons, 2013) which 
has resulted in food insecurity and social and ecological problems throughout the global 
south (see Chapter Three).  
Central to achieving food sovereignty is addressing the imbalances in power or human 
relations in terms of mutual dependence, cultural diversity and respect of the environment 
(Schanbacher, 2010). Food sovereignty provides a platform to empower the most vulnerable 
members of the community to not only have a voice but also to directly control their own food 
system and to decide on and implement policies based on the values, needs and context of 
local communities. It would significantly contribute to a sustainable solution to food insecurity 
(Rosset, 2008, 2011a; La via Campesina, 2009; Patel, 2009; Holt-Giménez & Shattuck, 
2010; Wittman, et al., 2010; Lawrence & Michael, 2012; McMichael, 2014; Figueroa, 2015). 
In this sense, food sovereignty is seen both as a process and an end product. It provides 
space for critical, inclusive and authentic engagement of stakeholders—particularly those in 
rural communities who are often unheard—to not only participate in the planning and 
decision-making process to validate premade decisions but also to directly shape policies 
and practices that affect their livelihoods (Munford & Walsh-Tapiata, 2005; Shepherd, 2009; 
Ife, 2009; Springfield, 2012; Lyons, 2014b). This process would result in a collective voice 
and ownership, transparency, accountability and the rule of law, which are essential 
parameters in good governance (Grindle, 2007) as well as essential features in democracy 
and the food sovereignty model (Springfield, 2012), which are currently missing from agri-
food governance.  
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However, many authors (see Rosin, 2013, 2014; Bernstein, 2014) remain sceptical about 
food sovereignty. They argue that it is a utopian aspiration and difficult to achieve. Bernstein 
(2014) stated that it is a naïve proposition to think peasant-based production systems could 
address global food insecurity because the numbers of non-farmers are growing both in 
absolute terms and as a proportion to the world’s population. For Rosin (2013, p. 52) food 
sovereignty is “a form of idealised but irrational perfection that raises impossible 
expectations, while placating likely sources of discontent and contestation of the social 
order”. Others (Kerr, 2011; Southgate, 2011) argue that food sovereignty cannot guarantee 
food security for all through a protection-based local self-sufficiency and might only serve 
vested interests, the food producers and affluent at the expense of poor urban consumers 
who pay higher prices with little in return. Kerr (2011) further noted that in the event that the 
local food system fails due to drought, frost, pests, diseases, floods, or political unrest 
affecting food production, food sovereignty would be unable to address food insecurity and 
famine problems.  
However, what is missing in from the above criticism is that the food sovereignty concept 
and principle also envisions a small production unit that can take place in the back yard and 
urban gardens in urban centres, to limit people’s total reliance on food being shifted long 
distance to customers unsure about its quality. Experience from many megacities in 
developed countries, such as Australia and the USA, demonstrates that when people are 
determined to take control over their food system, this utopian vision can be translated into 
reality and be better for society, the environment, culture and the economy of the 
community. There are many successful examples of the food sovereignty model around the 
world including in Belo Horizonte, Brazil, which I will use to demonstrate how the utopian 
vision of food sovereignty has been translated into reality. Brazil has a similar colonial history 
to Timor-Leste, as both countries were colonised by Portugal and are now members of the 
Community of Portuguese-Speaking Countries (CPLP).  
Belo Horizonte is the fourth largest city in Brazil, housing up to 2.5 million people (Lappé, 
2011). Lappé (2011) showed that the municipality once had 11% of its population living in 
absolute poverty and almost 20% of its children going hungry daily. The newly-elected 
municipal government in 1993 embraced a rights-based approach to food policy and 
encouraged broad scale participation in the designing and implementation of a new food 
system through a city agency33, fostering citizen-government partnership. This change of 
policy direction was in addition to other initiatives including ‘‘Participatory Budgeting’’ which 
was implemented in the 1970s to allow citizens to be directly and frequently involved in 
                                               
33
 It has 20 members from different stakeholders to advise the Government in the design and implementation on a new rights-
based food system. 
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allocating municipal resources (Lappé, 2011). The new policy weaves together the interests 
of farmers and consumers to ensure everyone has a right to food. The new policy also 
provides local family farmers with a public space to directly sell to urban consumers, which 
led to growth in farmers’ profits and allowed poor people access to fresh and healthy food 
(Lappé, 2011, p. 53). The policy has significant concomitant results on hunger as (Lappé, 
2011, p. 55) showed,   
In just a decade Belo Horizonte cut its infant death rate, widely used as evidence of 
hunger, by more than half and today these initiatives benefit almost 40% of the city’s 
2.5 million population. One six-month period in 1999 saw infant malnutrition in a 
sample group reduced by 50%. And from 1993–2002 Belo Horizonte was the only 
locality in which consumption of fruits and vegetables went up.  
This experience demonstrates that adhering to a principal of a right-to-food does not 
necessarily mean the state has to provide handouts. It also redefines the “free” in free trade 
as freedom of participation (Lappé, 2011) or building “between-ness”, which connects the 
worlds of decision-makers and ordinary citizens driven by values of inclusion and mutual 
respect (Lyons, 2014b, p. 111) to ensure a fair, just and sustainable food system. This links 
food security to the concepts of good governance (Fox, 2003b; Springfield, 2012), 
democracy (Lappé, 2011), democratic participation (McBride, 2013), or critical citizen 
engagement (Sarkissian et al., 2009; Dryzek, 2009; Lyons, 2014b). This example resonates 
with the broad principles of food sovereignty, which sees people as agents that can deliver 
food security in a sustainable manner, which in many cases stands at odds with the 
industrialised profiteering, top-down, elite-based rationalism view of food security 
(Schanbacher, 2010), which in many ways also reflects the wyas in which current agri-food 
governance occurs in Timor-Leste. Next, I will discuss, what food sovereignty actually 
means to Timorese people, especially the rural farmers. 
8.3.1 What food sovereignty meant to Timorese People? 
In Timor-Leste, despite the government pursuing agricultural modernisation and market 
based approaches to food security, as discussed throughout this thesis, rural farmers were 
mainly practicing subsistence farming through crop diversification. In addition, as 
documented in the empirical chapters, the experience of rural farmers is clearly 
demonstrative of several principles of food sovereignty; including “food as basic human 
rights”, which is assured through subsistence farming. For instance, as discussed in Chapter 
Seven, some farmers in Afaloicai grew more than 10 crops together. While the productivity 
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of this type of farming pratice is low, the total output is high, and helps to keep food 
insecurity or food shortage at bay.  
The study shows that for many respondents, secure access to and control of production 
factors including land are integral to sustainable food production. Yet many indicated they 
owned no land, not even for a house for their family. They indicated, land allocations through 
customary practices only favoured males and some fertile lands were taken away from their 
parents and grand parents during foreign occupations and administration. These factors 
limited some farmers from having sufficient food as they were unable to produce their own 
foods while having financial problems to purchase from the markets.  
In addition, farming practices in rural Timor-Leste also resonated with the principle of 
“protecting natural resources”. This is because farmers in rural areas were reluctant to use 
external inputs. They relied on compost and intercropping of legumous plants with other 
crops to improve soil fertility (See Chapter Seven).  
The results of this study also show that traditional practices for resource allocation resonate 
with the principle of “Social peace”. This is because providing land and other resources to 
relatives and villagers allow people to continue involvement in food production. This way 
they can be able to meet their food needs, rather than waiting for other people to provide 
assistance, sometimes with many strings attached, thereby constraining food accessibility. 
Moreover, the empirical evidence also demonstrate “Democractic control” where both 
husbands and wives were working together to make decisions concerning farming activities 
(see Chapter Six). 
Therefore, the experience of local people can be used to further develop agri-food 
developmental policies that resonate with local context to support both affluent as well as the 
poor and vulnerable. However, to institutionalise food sovereignty principles into national 
food security policy require a transformation from the current market-based and modernist 
approach into one that is rooted in social justice, fair and moral imperatives. This is a 
challenging task and requires various strategies to affect change to the development model. 
Next, I will focus on pathways of reconstructing food sovereignty in Timor-Leste. 
8.3.2 Pathways to reimagining food sovereignty in Timor-Leste 
The discussion in this thesis has shown two dominant pathways to achieve food security. 
The first approach is a conventional, modernist approach grounded in neoliberal food 
security discourses; while the other is rooted in a radical food sovereignty concept born from 
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social movements that requires a reconfiguration of the current food system to better serve 
the poorer segment of society.  
On the basis of the analysis presented in the results chapters, I argue for a combination of 
these approaches, or a “between-ness” approach (see Lyons, 2014b); or a convergence of 
these different pathways so as to reconstruct the current national food system to ensure it is 
resilient, fair, just and sustainable, and based on the values and realities of Timor-Leste. In 
other words, I argue for a hybrid approach that combines the opportunities within neoliberal 
food security approaches and radical food right-based discourses, or a combination of 
“reformer” and “radical” approaches to achieve food sovereignty (Moyer et al., 2001; Lyons, 
2014a). 
The reformer or change agent approach is to broadly engage or work in various activities 
with a range of stakeholders, including decision-makers, farmers, NGOs, food retailers, 
donors, and academics in to order to bring about change (Lyons, et al., 2013; Lyons, 2014a). 
It is also known as the insider approach and can be achieved in a number of ways, through 
participation, advocacy and activities that connect with the existing power structure to enable 
change. For instance, framing actions and alternative views that give benefits to the majority 
of the community or in ways that resonate with the decision-makers (Lyons, et al., 2013; 
Lyons, 2014a), because central to the success of this approach is the pluralist process that 
relies on a dialogue between different perspectives (Lyons et al., forthcoming) or a broader 
scale of inclusion and authentic participation (Dryzek, 2009; Lyons, 2013). 
However, this study has also identified several challenges for inclusive and authentic 
participation in planning and decision-making processes. These include the top-down, 
scientific approach to decision-making and the pursuit of techno-fix solutions to agricultural 
development that have not only discredited the local knowledge and skills that have served 
local communities for generations, but also hindered wider community participation in 
shaping policies and their outcomes. This resonates with the proposition from Bello 
(2009),that a neoliberal market-based approach to food security is an enemy to participatory 
democracy, the environment and traditional farming practices. This thesis has pointed to the 
various ways in which neoliberal and market-based approaches fail to ensure an inclusive 
and authentic local level of participation/engagement.  
The reformer approach is not directly challenging the neoliberal market-based approach, but 
rather working within the system to address problems through incremental change to policies 
(see Moyer et al., 2001; Lyons, 2014a). For example, working with decision-makers to 
reform agri-food policies in order to cater to both affluent and poor people, through setting 
fair prices for food that will be accessible to non-food producers. This can be extended to 
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include negotiating fair prices for organic coffee producers, to benefit local growers, rather 
than opposing international trade altogether, as is the case in some more radical approaches 
(see Lyons, et al., 2013; Lyons, 2014a). This would allow agents of change to work directly 
with decision-makers and urban citizens who might have no problems with a market-based 
approach to food security. In addition, the experience of Bello-Horizonte discussed earlier in 
this chapter provides some insight into how decision-makers, citizens, producers and 
consumers can work together to set priorities, which enable ordinary people to have a voice 
and be part of the change (see also Jarosz, 2014). The collaboration between decision-
makers and citizens to achieve food security can be understood as a ‘‘political contract’’ 
between the Government and the people. The contract institutionalises democratic criteria 
such as good governance, transparency, accountability, and responsiveness, which are 
perceived to be missing in the top-down, scientific approach to decision-making (Springfield, 
2012). This would allow an incremental change to the policy direction towards addressing 
food insecurity for both poor and affluent people, which also resonates with food security 
concepts.  
The other option is a radical approach, also known as working ‘‘outside’’ formal processes 
(Lyons et al., forthcoming). This approach is rooted in grass roots movements that see 
power as changeable and dynamic, not owned by power holders or decision-makers 
(Stachowiak, 2013). This approach, also known as “the rebel” approach (Moyer et al., 2001, 
p. 24), relies on using various strategies to directly challenge the status quo, the elite model 
of power, which places the elite at the top and with relatively powerless citizens at the 
bottom, where the power holders control the state policies, laws, and institutions to serve 
their own interests at the expense of the majority (Moyer et al., 2001; Lyons, et al., 2013; 
Lyons, 2014a). This radical approach is shaped by the view that power resides with people, 
“the people power model”, represented by an inverse triangle with people at the top and 
power holders at the bottom (Moyer et al., 2001, p. 15).   
In agri-food sectors, the radical approach to addressing food system problems resonates 
with a food sovereignty framework, which emphasises domestic consumption before food is 
used as a trade commodity (see Chapter Three). To achieve food sovereignty, strategies for 
non-market based food systems that require radical reforms, are essential. Included in these 
are land and agricultural trade reforms, which are enshrined in principles 2 and 4 of Food 
Sovereignty (La via Campesina, 2009; Springfield, 2012). These reforms would allow the 
landless farmers to access secured lands in terms of use and tenure. Several authors (Lee, 
2007; Borras, 2010; Altieri, Funes-Monzote, & Petersen, 2011) have argued for the 
importance of revitalising small farms through the promotion of an agro-ecological 
development paradigm, which emphasises diversity, synergy, recycling and integration, and 
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social processes that advocate for community involvement and empowerment. In Timor-
Leste, a radical approach means advocating strategies that disconnect farmers or local 
people from engaging in the cash economy and strengthening the barter system. This 
requires a change of direction in the ways food is produced and consumed. This can be 
achieved through policies that promote land and trade reforms to allow landless people 
access to productive lands, particularly women who are often marginalised, in order to have 
greater control over their own food system.  
Based on the discussion in this thesis, it seems impossible to achieve food sovereignty 
through either approach of reformer or radical alone. Therefore, informed by food 
sovereignty concepts and principles, and broader deliberative governance thinking, this 
thesis argues for a hybrid approach to rebuilding the current food system through what 
Moyer et, al (2001) refer to as both reformer and radical change approaches. This hybrid 
approach of integrating reformer and radical approaches is translated into building 
cooperation between different stakeholders such as decision-makers, farmers, customers, 
NGOs to affect changes from inside; while also advocating for land and policy reform in 
order to allow the poor and vulnerable to provide food for themselves. Such transformations 
will be required to enable contemporary approaches to transforming food systems to create 
the basis for a sustainable, fair and just national food system in the context of climate 
change for Timor-Leste. 
In addition, a hybrid approach to food security would also mean allowing Timorese people to 
maximise opportunities arising from food security and food sovereignty discourses. For 
instance, selling of surplus products to urban customers or other countries to increase 
farmers’ income would serve as incentive for farmers to further improve agricultural 
production and productivity. Moreover, market approaches would also allow local people to 
import some foodstuff to fill the gap between local production and demand of foods. These 
were clearly discussed by the participants in this study (see Chapter Six). 
In summary, this section has demonstrated, based on the Timorese context and values, that 
neither reformer nor radical approaches alone are able to provide a sustainable, fair and just 
Timor-Leste, where all segments of society can access food without prejudicing other 
essential rights entrenched under international conventions. The best possible pathway to 
assure the right to food, particularly in the context of climate change is using a combination 
of approaches, radical and reformer, in a mutually reinforcing way to affect change to the 
current elites top-down model of scientific planning and decision-making. This resonates with 
how divergent and convergent approaches between food sovereignty and food security 
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discourses can help to achieve food security in Timor-Leste in a sustainable manner (see 
Lyons, et al., 2013; Lyons, 2014a; Jarosz, 2014).  
8.4 Conclusion 
The export of agricultural modernisation has now reached a small, emerging and 
complicated historical context in Timor-Leste. The new agriculture system has obtained its 
place within the political economy of Timor-Leste, despite evidence from around the world 
proving that the system is unable to provide sufficient food for those most in need, or 
address food poverty and food insecurity. It has also driven many smallholding farmers into 
poverty and suicide. In response, many organisations spearheaded by La via Campesina 
have voiced their objection to this failing food system. La via Campesina argues that power 
should be returned to small peasant communities, giving them control over their food 
system. Returning power can be achieved through structural and political reforms, which 
allow those who are otherwise marginalised to have a say in the shaping of policies. This 
can only be solidified through secured access to productive resources: land, water, and 
seeds. 
In addition, the chapter showed that the farming system in Timor-Leste is part of a social 
relationship that is produced and reproduced beyond the activities and actions in the farms. 
The relationships also include various internal and external factors such as a range of 
networks and actors including the state, international agencies, scientists with Seeds of Life, 
traditional or customary leaders, customers and NGOs. These actors and their inherent 
values, coupled with other factors such as education, traditional customary arrangements, 
geography, international and national policies on rural development, agriculture, and food 
security are constantly impacting the local food system. This interaction has often benefited 
only the powerful and elites at the expense of the poor and vulnerable whose perception, 
values and knowledge are often ignored or marginalised. 
The chapter further showed that despite the Government of Timor-Leste having pursued 
agricultural modernisation, subsistence farming continues as the dominant farming practice. 
However, corporate and globalisation agencies such as “Seeds of Life” continue to seek to 
substitute industrial products and services for local knowledge, skills and values. This has 
resulted in the increased release of High Yielding Varieties, increased purchase and 
distribution of inputs, and reliance on scientific knowledge. This has given more opportunities 
to corporations for greater control over food production and increased their profits. As such, 
families are losing control over production due to market demand and impacts.  
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This chapter shows primary producers, like their counterparts in other countries, are 
struggling to survive due to a liberalised trade system. Despite this, farmers’ values, 
perceptions, attitudes and approaches, which accompany farming activities, have yet to be 
included in policy development. A change of agri-food development is required to provide 
benefits for both poor and well off people in the country. 
Food sovereignty has been proposed as an ideal framework to reorganise the failing 
contemporary GFS, as it can offer insights for reconfiguring the current power imbalance 
resulting from agricultural modernisation and a market-based approach to food security 
policies, which are delivered through a top-down approach. The empirical evidence from this 
study shows that agri-food development in Timor-Leste has also distanced the country from 
being self-reliant in food provisioning, let alone food sovereignty. Another challenge in 
addressing the current food system in Timor-Leste is that decision-makers are yet to 
recognise food insecurity as a product of failed policies implemented by successive 
governments, over a long period of time.  
On the basis of the empirical evidence presented in this thesis and drawing on this 
discussion chapter, food insecurity in Timor-Leste is an outcome of political failure in the 
agri-food sectors, caused by both internal and external factors that combine to hinder the 
development of a sustainable national food system capable of providing all people in Timor-
Leste with food of appropriate quantity and quality. The chapter argues that the pursuit of 
modernist techno-fix and market-based policies to address food insecurity has made the 
decision-makers reliant on a top-down, scientific planning and decision-making process for 
agri-food development. These approaches, coupled with customary practices in resource 
allocation and decision-making, have only constrained the ability of local people, especially 
the poor and vulnerable, to access sufficient food for their families. In addition, they have 
also limited the state’s ability to meet its obligations under international conventions to 
respect, protect and fulfil the right to food for all its citizens. 
The implication of this argument is that there is a need to rebuild the current food system 
using a food sovereignty framework that is based on a combination of reformer and radical 
approaches. Integral to this reconfiguration of the food system is empowering the poor and 
vulnerable to take control over their food system, which can only solidify through secured 
access to, and control over, productive resources including land. This is because secured 
access and ownership of the land would allow people to increase crop production and give 
the opportunity for people, especially the poor, to exert greater control over their own food 
system by linking rights to food with their livelihoods in the context of climate change and 
being able to contribute to a sustainable food system. In doing so, a broad action of change 
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is required towards transforming the current food system that delivers a sustainable, fair and 
just national food system to all Timorese in the context of climate change. 
In the final concluding chapter, I will focus on the recommendations that would practically 
translate the hybrid approach of reformer and the radical responses into reconstructing the 
current food system in the context of climate change and based on local values and context. 
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CHAPTER NINE – CONCLUSION 
9.1 Research questions 
This thesis has examined the relationship between agri-food development policies and food 
security in Timor-Leste, using the lived experience of different stakeholders, in particular 
farming communities, to document an in-depth multi-perspective understanding of the 
problem of food security in Timor-Leste. Understanding how modernist techno-fix logic has 
come to dominate policies for agri-food development in Timor-Leste and their consequences 
for food security has provided invaluable insights in terms of participation and sustainability. 
These insights can help to open up space for inclusive and authentic participation of different 
stakeholders in shaping agri-food policies and their outcomes in the future to minimise 
problems identified in the modernist techno-fix approach. Specifically, the study sought to 
address the following key research questions: 
1. How did the agri-food policies implemented under foreign occupations impact on the 
right to food of the people of Timor-Leste? 
2. How, in turn, do agri-food policies pursued in the post-dependence Timor-Leste 
shape food security currently and in the context of climate change?  
3. To what extent do the actual experiences of agri-food practices in Timor-Leste 
resonate with broader concepts and principles of food sovereignty? And how helpful 
are such experiences in addressing climate change and food insecurity?  
In addressing these research questions, this thesis adopted a case study research approach 
across three villages—Afaloicai, Comoro and Fatubolu—which each had different 
socioeconomic and cultural settings, as well as varying degrees of engagement with markets 
(see Chapter Four). This comparative case study approach across three villages is the first 
of its kind conducted in Timor-Leste, undertaken by an indigenous researcher, which 
underscores the novelty and originality of this research. The study used multiple methods for 
data collection—interviews, document analysis, seminar and field observation—to document 
and examine both the historical and contemporary agri-food policies in Timor-Leste, and 
their impacts on food security. The study also explored the possibility of food sovereignty as 
an alternative to the conventional food provisioning policies that have created inequalities 
and social injustices in the context of Timor-Leste. By investigating the perspectives of key 
stakeholders, both at the national and grassroots level, this research has contributed 
towards improving understandings of the key causal factors of food insecurity, examining 
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different responses and providing some recommendations for a possible pathway towards a 
fair, just and sustainable national food system in Timor-Leste under climate change. In the 
next section, I have addressed each of the research questions accordingly. 
9.2 Addressing the research questions 
9.2.1 Historical agri-food policies negatively impact the right to 
food in Timor-Leste 
The impact of historical agri-food developmental policies on the right to food in Timor-Leste 
was established through food regime theory. The development under foreign occupations 
and administrations negatively impacted the right to food for all Timorese people, but more 
so for the poor and vulnerable. For instance, during the Portuguese colonial rule of the 
Island, various policies implemented were convergent with various policies implemented by 
European countries in many overseas colonies, which aimed for exploitation of natural 
resources and indigenous people.  
Several exploitative policies implemented during the Portuguese occupation included head 
taxes (Finta), forced labour, and monoculture plantations. These policies were aimed at 
providing resources to meet demands in the metropolitan centres of Europe with significant 
consequences on local food security. For instance, some respondents who lived through 
Portuguese rule indicated they had experienced food shortages and hunger as they had to 
sell their belongings such as tais (traditional clothes) and food crops in order to generate 
money for taxes.  
Forced labour in various plantations and on building roads was mentioned as a reason for 
families having insufficient time to spend on family farming for household consumption. In 
addition, the establishment of plantations resulted in many local people losing their fertile 
land to the occupying power, further limiting the opportunity to produce food for their families. 
These are some of the policies implemented during the Portuguese occupation and 
according to respondents, this impacted on their right to food. These historical agri-food 
developments during the Portuguese occupation resonate with exploitation by European 
states in overseas colonies to the detriment of indigenous peoples and the environment, with 
damage that has been well documented in the literature.  
In the second half of the 20th century, the Portuguese Government embraced the Green 
Revolution ideology to increase crop production. This development was in line with 
contemporary demand at that time, as global agri-food policies geared towards import 
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substitution, which was advocated in developing countries to increase food production (see 
Friedmann, 2005). The Green Revolution policy led to the introduction of new farming 
techniques, which required irrigation, mechanisation and extension officers, while local 
people had no experience and knowledge of the new practices. As such, the Portuguese 
moved from exploiting the resources and people, to the introduction of new farming systems, 
which were beneficial only to the occupying powers. This new farming system laid the 
foundation for the following 24 years of Indonesian occupation.   
This agricultural modernisation continued to flourish during the 24 years of Indonesian 
occupation. Local people did not receive any benefits from this development and under this 
modernist development agenda and the rice intensification program, a wave of Indonesian 
immigrants from Bali and Java were brought to Timor to help transform farming practices. 
However, instead of helping the locals, modernist developments were more in favour of the 
new comers, and dispossession occurred with outcomes that removed local people from 
their fertile lands. 
This rice intensification program was coupled with other initiatives such as putting people in 
secured camps that were often located on infertile lands with limited farming space; 
destruction of crops and livestock during the military offensive period (1975–1985) to deny 
food to FALINTIL; introducing Koperasi Unit Desa (village cooperative unit) in buying and 
selling local produce; and using foreign foodstuffs for emergency responses. These were 
some of the policies, according to some respondents in this study, implemented during the 
Indonesian occupation that had a significant impact on the right to food for local people. In 
fact, four famines—1978–1979, 1981–1982, 1984 and 1987—were registered during the 
Indonesian occupation, all of which were associated with Indonesian government policies. 
This demonstrates a total failure of the Indonesian occupation to provide food security. 
During the Portuguese and Indonesian occupations, there was no direct involvement of local 
people in decision-making processes. The Portuguese ruled the island through village and 
hamlet chiefs who were specifically chosen based on their loyalties. Indonesia used similar 
approaches but the village chiefs were selected through elections. This approach gave no 
role to local people for involvement so as to shape agri-food developmental policies. A 
similar approach was used during the UNTAET administration, when wholesale strategies to 
address poverty and food security problems were administered in Timor-Leste. However, 
there was no consideration given to local conditions and approaches to agri-food 
development, according to a western perspective, replaced subsistence farming practices 
with modernisation and new seeds. This set up the perfect conditions for post-independence 
agricultural development, which is covered in the next research question. 
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In summary, all agri-food developmental programs implemented during the Portuguese and 
Indonesian occupations were aimed at political control and capital accumulation at the 
expense of local people. It shows that during the Portuguese and Indonesian occupations, 
access to food was shaped by relationships, rules and procedures imposed on the Island, 
which is a manifestation of colonial-settlers' food regimes. The circumstances that 
determined what, where and how food should be produced and consumed were manipulated 
to benefit the powerful control policies and decision-making of governments to the detriment 
of food security for local people.  
9.2.2 Agri-food policies in post-independence Timor-Leste 
adversely impacted food security and worsened in the context 
of climate change  
The sovereign state of Timor-Leste has continued embracing modernist techno-fix pathways 
to agri-food development initiated in the previous regimes. Part of the reason is because the 
policies of the post-independence governments, particularly in the early stage of 
independence, were mainly advocated by international agencies such as the World Bank, 
IMF and AusAID to embrace agricultural modernisation and trade liberalisation. Therefore, 
agricultural modernisation took place mediated by high-yielding crop varieties, 
mechanisation and cash crop production. 
The market-based approach to food security has had a significant impact on local food 
security, as it forces farmers to abandon their farms in search for cash to buy food. This is 
because buying imported rice is considerably cheaper than producing it alone. This has 
created a semi-proletariat society, which is often caught up between farming practices and 
cash seeking (Akram-Lodhi, 2009). This is because when food prices surge, poor families 
are unable to provide for their families while at the time same they have also left their 
farming activities. Evidence presented in this research is clearly demonstrates of this 
situation. 
The market-based approach to food security has made people dependent on white rice. 
People saw white rice as a palatable diet, at the expense of what they have grown 
themselves. This policy made people dependent on the markets, losing control over food as 
well as fuelling nutrition transition. This transformation has also resulted in social 
stratification in which affluent people get the best quality, while the poor and vulnerable 
consume low quality, poor food that results in dietary-related diseases (see Popkin, 1993, 
2003). People who have lost their autonomy over food are more vulnerable to market 
fluctuation. 
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This thesis has demonstrated that the pursuit of agricultural modernisation has resulted in 
the top-down scientific and non-participatory approach to agriculture development, which is 
insensitive to the local sociocultural order that ties people together. It has prevented 
inclusive and authentic participation of key stakeholders, particularly those who are going to 
face the consequences of the policies in agri-food governance. There was also limited 
collaboration with members of the Government—despite various initiatives established to 
facilitate synergies—resulting in fragmented development policies, which were sometimes 
counter-productive. For example, the decision was made to use prime agricultural land in the 
south coast for major industrial zone development, while at the same time food insecurity 
was still prevalent in the region. 
These problems are expected to worsen due to the impact of climate change as it is 
projected to have a significant impact on crop production, thereby limiting the availability, 
accessibility and utilisation of food. In some regions, including Timor-Leste, climate change 
is already a reality and has undermined the ability of farmers to follow a normal cycle of 
farming activities such as land preparation, sowing, weeding and harvesting food crops 
essential for their livelihoods. However, the dominant solution to climate change has been 
market-based, such as using a carbon trading scheme approach. This approach, according 
to the existing literature, will further exaggerate the occurrence of food insecurity for the poor 
and vulnerable, including smallholder farmers in Timor-Leste. This can be observed from the 
implementation of a carbon sequestration project, in Baguia, by WithOneSeed (NGO), and 
the failure to recognise that the modernisation of agri-food systems, coupled with market-
based approaches to food security, have rendered local people more vulnerable to the 
problem of food insecurity by weakening the resilience and the ability of farmers to adapt 
using their own local solutions. 
In summary, the analysis of modernist techno-fix development and market-based policies for 
food security shows a failure to build a sustainable national food system for several reasons. 
First, it renders people vulnerable to food insecurity as well as facilitating class-based 
stratification as the development has only benefited the elites and those with access to state 
resources. These problems, coupled with the impact of climate change, which is expected to 
affect the poor and vulnerable, would be detrimental. Therefore, the post-independence 
government policies have disempowered communities to provide for themselves and forced 
them to be dependent on the state, also making people become more vulnerable to food 
insecurity in the context of climate change. 
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9.2.3 The link between agri-food practices and food sovereignty as 
an approach to rebuilding food systems in Timor-Leste 
Despite the Government of Timor-Leste pursuing agricultural modernisation and market-
based approaches to food security since the reinstating of independence in 2002, this thesis 
clearly indicates that rural peoples’ food security is still largely shaped by diversified crop 
production, traditional practices of seed saving and exchange, social connections, 
participation, customary practices and alliances, and the empowerment of locals to 
participate in farming activities. Some of the evidence presented resonates with the broader 
concepts and principles of food sovereignty, which can be used to rebuild the current food 
system in Timor-Leste for a just, fair and sustainable food system that delivers food security 
for both affluent and poor people.  
It has to be acknowledged there are some drawbacks in the kinship system, in terms of the 
priority of giving property rights mainly to males. However, the system also offers 
circumstances in which females live with allocated resources, including land for farming 
activities. While this kinship system might fall short in terms of meeting inclusive and 
authentic participatory decision-making as deliberative democracy, it does contribute to 
ensuring the right to food for poor and vulnerable people, which might be impossible under 
the neoliberal approach.  
Evidence documented in this thesis shows that the majority of famers in Timor-Leste remain 
at subsistence level, despite the push for agricultural modernisation by the Government of 
Timor-Leste. The study shows smallholder farmers were not using any chemical inputs in 
their farming activities. They used compost to improve soil fertility and maintained diversified 
crop production. This evidence resonates with the food sovereignty principle of protecting 
natural resources. In addition, the study shows subsistence family farming practices were 
more resilient to the impacts of internal and external shocks, in comparison to the cash crop 
village and market-dependent village. Diversified farming, coupled with foraging helps to 
ensure the right to food and contributes to ending global hunger. As demonstrated in this 
study, the subsistence farmers in Afaloicai village were more resilient than the other villages 
to external and internal shocks. In addition, the study also identified that some rural villagers 
were still engaged in bartering practices, despite the impact of neoliberal agri-food 
development policies, which had started making an impact in terms of people looking for 
financial compensation rather than taking part in mutual works.  
In summary, the livelihood strategies that have been employed by the rural farmers to 
provide food to their families including foraging, diversified cropping, and food and seed 
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exchange are important examples resonating with the broader concept and principles of food 
sovereignty. These strategies, coupled with decision-making at a household level—involving 
husband and wife in terms of carrying on farming activities, and customary practices in 
resources allocation would provide invaluable insight into future agri-food development 
policies, which would cater for all Timorese people in the context of climate change. 
9.3 Recommendations 
Based upon the findings of this research, and building on the normative nature of this thesis 
described in Chapter Four, this section discusses recommendations for future agri-food 
development in Timor-Leste. Building on the hybrid approach discussed in Chapter Eight, 
this section presents some practical recommendations to translate the theoretical concepts 
into reality according to Timor-Leste values and context. However, where appropriate, they 
could be applied to similar contexts outside Timor-Leste. 
9.3.1 Build partnerships to facilitate inclusive and authentic 
participation in decision-making processes  
The findings of this thesis demonstrate that the root cause of food insecurity in Timor-Leste 
is political failure, which has led to disempowerment at both macro and micro levels. It is 
argued, based on the findings presented in this study, that ensuring food security is an 
essential element of good governance. Central to good governance is democratic 
participation, which involves not only broader participation but also allows for a deliberative 
capacity in which smallholder farmers and other local actors contribute to shape policies and 
decision-making. 
In Chapter Eight, “coming together to the table” to shape the policies and affect the 
outcomes for change was identified as an important measure to restructure the current failed 
food system in order to serve all Timorese people. In practical terms, this means allowing all 
stakeholders to participate in mainstream decision-making processes through mutual 
agendas; defining and delineating roles; and building relationships through mutual respect 
and shared vision, as demonstrated in Belo Horizonte’s case study (Lappé, 2011). The study 
has shown that the decision-making processes were top-down and non-representative, 
failing to address food insecurity in the country. Through collaborative efforts, key 
stakeholders in Timor-Leste could contribute to a successful implementation of various 
initiatives and possibly mitigate tensions between stakeholders. It was identified that the 
Government had initiated measures such as KONSSANTIL (National Council for Food 
Security and Sovereignty) to improve coordination between relevant ministries. However, it 
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was found that collaboration at the top political level within ministries was still missing, which 
transcended into conflicting policies and programs. In addition, the Government is currently 
undertaking a decentralisation program enabling decision-making at a district level. This can 
provide a space for broad-scale and inclusive participation, where interested people are 
exercising their deliberative capacity. 
At the village level, embracing kinship decision-making approaches is essential because 
Timorese communities are very much structured around uma lisan (kinship house) “house of 
origin” which forms the basis of various socioeconomic, cultural and historical relationships 
being established and nurtured. This relationship should be maintained or reproduced 
continuously to maintain members’ entitlements to land and water for food production. 
However, this study showed modernist techno-fix pathways to agricultural development have 
failed to embrace the importance of this existing sociocultural order that is important for 
social cohesion.  
Once the importance of local socioeconomic and cultural contexts at the village level is 
restored, the linkages to the district and national level can be facilitated through both the 
Government and NGOs, through KONSSANTIL. Through this process, the deliberative 
capacity of rural and marginalised people may be included in shaping agri-food 
development, which can yield a sustainable outcome for all Timorese. As Lutz and Linder 
(2004, p. 2) observed a “meaningful inclusion of all relevant actors at the local level is 
decisive for successful local development, to ensure that different local power structures 
work with each other”. Accordingly, including kinship decision-making structures in broader 
national government mechanisms can better serve the interests of local people. 
9.3.2 Land reform 
Households that have land and produce their own food have more power to control their 
food security. Those relying on market supply were highly vulnerable to food shortages, due 
to external and internal shocks such as international price fluctuations and disturbances to 
rice distribution, such as the roads being cut. There is a growing body of research in Timor-
Leste regarding land access and conflict over land, conditions that are not unique to this 
country. Many local people lost their land during Portuguese and Indonesian occupations 
(Cyan, 2015) or have had their land taken away in the post-independence era by the 
Timorese Government for development purposes, with the promise of economic benefit and 
job opportunities in the south coast. In addition, due to limited understanding, many local 
people have traded their land, often at very low prices, for short-term economic benefit. As 
this study shows, lack of access to land, in some places, has violated the right to food. In the 
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long-term, land availability will be reduced as the need for land increases, due to population 
increase, with a projected increase of double or triple the current population by 2050. 
When land access and ownership is limited, especially for the poor and small landholder, the 
political space for national policies to support subsistence or small scale production also 
reduces, resulting in policies that gear toward trade and cash production for foreign 
exchange earnings (see Springfield, 2012). Therefore, it is recommended Timor-Leste 
embrace the spirit of land reform to redistribute to local people the lands that were taken 
wrongfully during foreign occupations. However, this is not a straightforward proposition; the 
land issue in Timor-Leste is very complicated due to its history and customary governance. 
The current land law (in draft form) has tried to accommodate various land ownership claims, 
with the objective of establishing “the real” owners. However, there is no provision in law 
related to land reform.     
It would be essential to establish land reform policy, upon the approval of the current land 
law, for land redistribution. This would give farmers and landless people the right not only to 
use but also to own the land. Secured access and ownership of land along with other 
incentives (discussed below)—such as improved skills, modern technology and policies to 
buy local products—would significantly improve the chance of Timor-Leste becoming self-
sufficient in food. However, land reform policy should be done through a national consensus, 
rather than through ad hoc policies, as it might only lead to favouritism and rent-seeking 
practices (see Fitzpatrick, 2001). In this process kinship decision-making in land allocation 
should be valued. 
There are several options that can be used as starting points for debate about the 
appropriate form of land reform. Chapter Eight provided two examples from Ethiopia and 
Venezuela in terms of land redistribution and community land licensing respectively, which 
can be combined to provide radical land reform in Timor-Leste. In practical terms, the 
Government could initiate, for instance, a land policy in order to reclaim, with compensation 
according to the rule of law, 25% from those who own more than 20 hectares of land, and 
redistribute it equally to the landless or those who want to be famers. This can serve as an 
incentive for rural communities to continue producing food and untie the country’s 
dependence on importation. 
Another way is to issue long-term use permits to people who want to work as farmers, to 
give them access to productive lands. This approach requires an integrated national land 
use plan, which is currently missing in Timor-Leste, to minimise the amount of productive 
land being used for other developmental programs. The productive land leasing would 
involve giving land use permits to landless people for a period of five years for crop 
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production. The leases could be extended after five years if the farmers had fully utilised the 
land for food production. If not, the Government could revoke it and lease it to other people. 
Experience from Mali, as Larder (2014) shows, indicates that land leasing has allowed 
landless people to be involved in crop production for their families. However, this land lease 
system should be free, with the objective of ensuring sustainable food production. 
9.3.3 Incentives: fair prices for growers and consumers as well as 
limiting importation 
The thesis found that many rural farmers have been demotivated from continuing farming 
activities and have migrated to urban centres in search of cash work. This research identified 
various factors contributing to the problem, including patronage service delivery, high 
dependence of foreign goods—including white rice—and various payments being made 
including to veterans and third aged people, with limited control that resulted in data 
manipulation for group or individual interests. Therefore, it is recommended that the state 
uses appropriate incentives to promote and retain Timorese citizens working as farmers, 
including the reintroduction of an importation quota, or paying a fair food price for farmers’ 
produce, and depoliticising seed and tractor distribution, or free tilling programs. 
It is also important to do proper analysis about the impact of all government programs in 
food and agricultural sectors, which would include irrigation, tractors, povo kuda governo 
sosa (People Grow Government Buys), rice subsidies, cooperatives, lojas do povo (popular 
shops) and seed distribution. This would afford Timor-Leste an understanding of local 
production and consumption. Current data exists but some extend only to serve certain 
political agendas.  
In terms of popular shops, it is recommended that the Government use it as a constructive 
space so that farmers and customers have fair benefits. This study has shown that rural 
growers often get paid lower than what the actual market price dictates, due to a variety of 
reasons including transport costs, rural infrastructure and the Government’s failure to 
monitor fair pricing, despite the setting of prices for all local products (excluding coffee and 
export crops). In addition, the study shows that large-scale importation of white rice, partial 
investment in agricultural development skewed towards rice production and patronised 
tractor distribution favouring party supporters, were all affecting the ability of rural farmers to 
continue involvement in farming activities rather than migrating to urban centres, in search of 
cash work to provide food for their families. Consequently, when the prices of food surged as 
in 2006, 2008 and 2013 many villagers reported being caught up in the situation as their 
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wages were lower than prices of a rice bag, while they were no longer involved in farming 
activities.    
The subsistence community in Timor-Leste, exemplified by Afaloicai, has built a local 
resilient food system due to their diversified farming practices. This farming system is very 
different to the dominant, modernised, market-based model advocated by the Government to 
achieve food security. In Fatubolu, the farmers’ main crop was coffee, while they also grew 
some food crops. Villagers’ food security significantly depended upon prices for coffee. The 
villagers from Comoro village were highly dependent on government subsidised rice bags for 
food security. When the food prices surged and there was limited distribution, many regions 
were crying out for government support but Afaloicai villagers were still able to keep hunger 
at bay. The other two villages were dependent on government subsidies or reducing their 
food intake to survive. Based on this insight, it is recommended that decision-makers and 
other stakeholders work together to determine appropriate modes of development for every 
region, rather than take a one-size-fits-all approach to the policies of agricultural 
modernisation. This is because some regions might require other types of technology, such 
as water buffalo for ploughing the land rather than tractors, and some regions might be 
better off growing tubers and corn rather than rice production.  
9.3.4 Diversified crop production and promotion of local crops 
The majority of the Timorese population is dependent on agriculture. This can be used as an 
opportunity to achieve food sovereignty. Policies need to support the existence of farmers, 
rather than undermine them. Recently there has been a surge in cooperative activities in 
food and agricultural sectors, supported by the Government and private sectors, or people’s 
movements (such as CPD-RDTL). However, cooperatives should be established according 
to rule of law, in a sovereign country.  
Crop diversity is very important for food security in Timor-Leste due to the geographical 
configuration of the country, which is mountainous. However, the current policy is skewed 
towards production (Chapter Six). This would make it difficult for Timor-Leste to be self-
sufficient in food. Therefore, policy-makers need to take physical constraints into account 
and develop policies that best serve local people to meet their food needs. 
In addition, the role of women is very important in transforming diets. In developing 
countries, including Timor-Leste, women have important roles in determining the 
acceptability of food for their family. This is because, apart from their other roles, women are 
responsible for preparing food for the family by transforming raw food into cooked food. So 
they can get the whole family to accept one menu over the other (Boon, 2009). As women 
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prepare food, they can become agents of change by ensuring the family members accept 
one food choice over the other. In Timor-Leste, MOKATIL is promoting a cooking program, 
where women cook and present local cuisine at food shows with the primary motive of 
getting some of the authentic Timorese cuisine back onto the national menu. This program 
helps Timorese, especially the youth, appreciate their traditional diets, just like a TV program 
in Ghana where women are doing cooking for the same purpose (Boon, 2009).   
9.3.5 Avoid decision-makers captured by corporate interests 
International experts including scientists with SoL have had significant influence in 
determining agri-food development in Timor-Leste, including by influencing decisions 
through their one-sided views of the benefits of agricultural modernisation. In addition, 
together with the Ministry of Agriculture, they are advocating for modernist agricultural 
development to address food insecurity in Timor-Leste. They defined food security problems 
and provided solutions through importing, trialling and distributing high-yielding varieties to 
farmers in order to address food insecurity. Increasingly the international experts have also 
been involved directly and indirectly in writing important policies, including seeds laws and 
food and nutrition security policy, which link agri-food developments to modernisation and 
markets.  
While the study has acknowledged the importance of the development project including that 
of the SoL in Timor-Leste, most often the development agencies such as SoL use the MAF 
to advance its agenda, which is based on an approach that links local food production and 
consumption to markets. In doing so, it is fair to argue that the SoL project is an obstacle to 
achieving genuine food security in Timor-Leste. It makes farmers dependent on technologies 
or seeds that local farmers cannot produce themselves.  
Therefore, it is recommended that the Government of Timor-Leste stop relying solely on 
International experts including SoL scientists to make important decisions for agri-food 
development, and also involve broad participation of other stakeholders, such as NGOs and 
academics, to produce policies that better correspond with local realities and values. 
Minimising the influence of international experts including scientists with SoL on decision-
making processes is also recommended. In addition, in the long-term, the MAF and those 
responsible for important decision-making in agri-food development should not be captured 
by corporate science in order to implement policies that only enable accumulation, to the 
detriment of food security for poor and vulnerable people.   
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9.4 Contribution to knowledge 
This thesis has undertaken a sociological investigation of food insecurity in Timor-Leste, 
including an analysis of the extent to which national—both as an occupied and independent 
state—and international policies have contributed to food insecurity in the country. It also 
studied the relevance of local lived experience on the broad concepts and principles of food 
sovereignty in order to determine a sustainable pathway for reimagining the current food 
system. I have made contributions in several areas in this thesis. 
First, the contribution of the thesis is in providing empirical evidence for the Timorese 
experience in agri-food modernisation and market-based approaches to food security. It also 
sets a foundation for future research in this area, given its positioning as the first study of its 
kind undertaken in the post-independence era. Despite much research into food security in 
Timor-Leste (see for example Molyneux et al., 2012; Borges et al., 2009; UNDP, 2006), 
others have tended to focus on the technical barriers to food security. Studies including 
McWilliam (2005), and others, focused on detailed ethnographic studies of one particular 
community or cultural practices; contemporary Timorese politics at the macro level or politics 
between Timorese elites (see Guterres, 2006); or local governance in rural areas (see 
Cummins, 2010). However, there has been much less research following a political economy 
perspective to analyse the impacts of agri-food development policies for food security at both 
national and local levels. In fact, only two small research contributions exist: one was on 
“food sovereignty and sustainable rural livelihoods” (see Lemos, 2009), which offered a 
limited analysis of the impact of government policies on food security; and the other 
“sovereignty and food politics in East Timor” (see Kammen, 2011) offered an analysis on rice 
imports to serve the political and private interests of the Government. In this thesis I have 
offered a critical political economy perspective, both historical and contemporary, to better 
understand the problems of food insecurity in Timor-Leste. This was done by analysing 
some of the enabling and constraining factors that shape communities’ food security, and 
the impacts that external and internal actors have on agri-food development policies. 
Through this approach, the thesis makes a contribution to sociological understandings of 
food insecurity in Timor-Leste and fills a gap in information about food security and agri-food 
development policies. 
The second contribution is in the understanding of local experiences of climate change and 
food security. There have been no studies documenting the responses of local people to 
climate change in terms of their farming activities, in rural Timor-Leste. Much of the research 
has focused on the adaptation of new seeds to different micro climatic conditions under the 
Seeds of Life project. This thesis, which focuses on understanding local experiences and 
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responses to climate change in terms of land preparation, farming systems, and crop 
harvesting, has contributed to fill the gap in the current understating of the impacts of climate 
change on local livelihoods.  
The third contribution made by this thesis is towards the understanding of food sovereignty 
in the context of climate change. To date, despite many NGOs advocating for food 
sovereignty, there is only a small group of academic researchers on food sovereignty (see 
Lemos, 2009). This thesis makes a substantive contribution to understanding the concepts 
and principles of food sovereignty in the Timor-Leste context. This adds to the small amount 
of literature on food sovereignty in Timor-Leste, and encourages an ongoing conversation 
about food sovereignty and food security discourses within Timor-Leste and elsewhere.  
The fourth contribution of thesis is through the approach used to generate data. I conducted 
case studies across three villages with different historical backgrounds, contexts and 
sociocultural settings. This was a novel approach and provided novel insights that enable 
comparisons and evidence that can assist in rebuilding the current food system into a just, 
fair and sustainable food system to cater to Timor-Leste and elsewhere.    
The final contribution of this thesis is the provision of a practical pathway to rebuilding the 
current food system in catering for both affluent and poor people, through a combination of 
reformer and radical approaches. This hybrid approach will broaden the strategy to achieve 
genuine food security through divergences and convergences in the approach of food 
security and food sovereignty discourses. 
9.5 Limitations and areas of future study 
The findings and analysis of this thesis have opened up many questions for more 
investigation about the impact of agri-food development policies for food security in the 
context of climate change. The theoretical arguments developed in this thesis were based 
upon a case study that can be theoretically generalised (Payne & Williams, 2005). This is the 
first time this kind of study has been undertaken in Timor-Leste at a PhD level with a deeper 
analysis of the food and agriculture development policies in the post-independence period. A 
future study in similar situations would be valuable in either building on the arguments in this 
thesis, or challenging them.  
In term of areas for future research, this thesis has identified several that would help to fully 
understand the impacts of agri-food development policies for food security, as well as the 
potential of food sovereignty for reconstructing the current food system into one that is fair, 
just and sustainable, in the context of climate change.  
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First, it is necessary to have a deeper understanding of the environmental, social and 
economic impacts of local food systems. Making a longer and deeper investigation of one or 
two villages would allow researchers to follow food supply chains, either short or long chains 
and the cost associated with shifting goods from rural areas to urban centres, as well as 
from urban centres to rural areas. A future study could also analyse the feasibility of 
diversified small production through agroecology practices. This could be assessed for its 
potential to provide food to farming households, as well as some surplus for non-farming 
households, in order to determine the viability and sustainability of locally-produced food with 
importation only to buffer shortages. Integral to this study is the analysis of policies related to 
land access and governance.  
The current research has found that access to food is increasingly shaped by power 
relations and shows that local people increasingly want to eat rice, a cash commodity, which 
can be accessed with money. Further field research might be conducted into understanding 
the diet preference of local people—both for those who have access to markets and those 
who don't—in terms of the quality of diets and how such preferences would shape food 
sovereignty in Timor-Leste. It is also important to analyse health issues associated with 
nutrition transition.  
Finally, more research is required on food sovereignty concepts and principles that resonate 
with a local context. It is important to avoid simple comparison between food security and 
food sovereignty frameworks, or conventional approaches versus a grassroots approach of 
agroecology, to draw linkages between these discourses and how they could offer a 
sustainable solution to food security to Timorese people. Integral to this would be to 
understand decision-making at different scales, at grassroots and national levels, in order to 
identify ways for a more inclusive and authentic participation in setting priorities and 
allocating resources, which are relevant to local contexts. 
9.6 Conclusion of the thesis 
In the post-independence era, Timor-Leste has embraced modernist techno-fix development 
pathways to food security. It is an elite-driven process, rendering local people very limited 
roles in determining priorities and abilities to shape the outcomes of policies and programs. 
Consequently, limited impacts of development have been felt by the poor and vulnerable, 
while the gap has widened between poor and rich people. Despite this, the Government is 
showing a commitment to pursue solutions to food security problems through agricultural 
modernisation and market liberalisation. This has resulted in significant negative 
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consequences including nutrition transition and dependency on white rice and on the state 
as a provider.  
The root cause of food insecurity in Timor-Leste is political failure that leads to the 
disempowerment of local people at the grassroots level and decision-makers at the national 
level. Ensuring food security is an essential element of good governance. Central to good 
governance is democratic participation, which involves not only broader participation but also 
allows for a deliberative capacity where smallholder farmers and other local actors contribute 
to shape policies and decision-making. This requires a new political platform that empowers 
local people and allows them to contribute to, and directly shape, food security policies and 
practices that have a significant impact on their lives. Central to this tenet is the food 
sovereignty paradigm, which is about ensuring the right to food for everyone to have healthy 
and sustainable livelihoods. This means ensuring safe and secured access to resources, 
including land, redirecting food production systems and trade to meet the demand of locals, 
and allowing local people to participate in determining priorities that resonate with 
their local context.  
While modernist techno-fix and market-based approaches for food security have not had 
significant positive impacts on the poor and vulnerable, the food sovereignty approach also 
depends on a number of factors for success in this regard, such as land and trade reforms. 
This thesis has advanced an argument for reimagining the current food system using radical 
and reform approaches, which translate into building cooperation between different 
stakeholders, as well as land and policy reforms, in order to allow those most in need of food 
to be able to provide for themselves. This means that integrating different approaches, food 
security and food sovereignty discourses is essential to building a sustainable, fair and just 
national food system in the context of climate change. Given the acute state of food 
insecurity and hunger in Timor-Leste, the time is now to begin a new path – taking the 
lessons of these two reform and radical approaches – to ensure independence also delivers 
food sovereignty for Timor-Leste.  
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Appendix 1: Interview schedule 
Villagers 
Background 
 Name, age, marriage, household numbers, occupation. 
 Numbers of farms and rice fields? Ownership? 
H
o
u
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e
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ld
 f
o
o
d
 s
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ty
 
S
u
b
s
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n
c
e
  
V
ill
a
g
e
 
 What kind of crops you grow?  
 Seeds? 
 Crop production every year? 
 Ritual ceremonies for farming activities?  
 Using chemical fertilisers or pesticides? 
 Why not? What do you use to improve soil fertility? 
 Do you sell and buy any foodstuff? 
 Problems associated with farming activities? 
C
a
s
h
 c
ro
p
  
V
ill
a
g
e
  What kinds of crops you grow?  
 Seeds?  
 Ritual ceremonies for farming activities?  
 Coffee price vs price for rice bags? 
 Hire labourer during coffee season? Payment? 
M
a
rk
e
t 
d
e
p
e
n
d
e
n
t 
V
ill
a
g
e
 
 Food crops in back yard?  
 Buy food? Supermarket or traditional market? 
 Monthly expenditure on food? 
 Price difference between local and imported foodstuffs? 
 Current food prices compared to during Indonesian or Portuguese 
occupation? 
Decision-
making 
 Decisions about: 
- Access to land for farming activities? 
- Kind of crops to be grown? 
 Any advice from the extension officers or NGO workers about what 
crops you should grow? 
Food insecurity 
 Food shortages in the past? 
 Reasons for food insecurity? 
 Coping mechanisms? 
 Do you worry that your household will not have enough food in the 
future? 
Past food and 
agricultural 
programs and 
policies 
 Policies and programs implemented in the village: 
- During Portuguese occupation?  
- During Indonesian occupation?  
- During transitional administration? 
 Did they consult villagers to set priorities? 
 How did they affect your family’s food security?  
Post-
independence 
What you think about: 
- People Grow Government Buys program? 
- One Village One Product? 
- Payments to Veterans and Third aged people? 
- Agricultural mechanisation? 
- Free trade agreement? 
 Do you get new seeds and tractors from the Government? 
 Did the Government consult village to set development priorities? 
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Access to 
Markets 
 Is there a functioning market nearby? 
 Food exchange? 
 Access white rice bags in your village? When did your family start 
eating rice in your household? 
 Who control market prices currently? 
 What you think about benefit and disadvantage of market? 
Climate change 
 Any changes rainfall or temperature since Portuguese or Indonesian 
time?  
 Causes of these changes? 
 Impacts of those changes on: 
- Farming activities? 
- Business?  
- Access to food?  
 Coping mechanisms? 
 Is there any program from the Government or NGOs about climate 
change in your village? 
Obstacles   Obstacles for food security?  
Future agri-food 
policies 
 What policies need to be improved or changed to cater for your 
needs? 
 What you think about politics that focuses on local production and 
consumption? Only import foodstuffs that we cannot produce? 
 
NGOs, Academics, Public and other Stakeholders 
Local 
Production and 
Consumption 
 
 What do you think about Domestic crop production? And their 
potential to meet local demand? 
 What do you think about local foodstuffs availability in the market?  
 How does your NGO promote or advocate for local food production 
and consumption?  
 What are the obstacles for local food production and consumption that 
your organisation has identified? 
Agri-food 
programs during 
Portuguese, 
Indonesian and 
UNTAET period 
 How do you describe food and agricultural policies implemented 
during the Portuguese, Indonesian and the UN Times? 
 
Post-
Independence 
agri-food 
developmental 
policies 
 
 The impacts of the past policies and programmes on the current food 
security problems and government policies? 
 What do you think about: 
- Agricultural modernisation? 
- Market-based approach to food security? Or rice based diet to 
food security? 
 How do you think the current approach to the government food and 
agricultural policies? 
 What influence your organisation has on government policies and how 
do approach the government? 
 What you do think about SoL work with the Ministry of Agriculture? 
 What do you think about cooperative program supported: 
- Government? 
- CPD-RDTL? 
Decision-
making in food 
 How representative was process in design the SDP, seed policies and 
food security and nutrition policies? 
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and agricultural 
sectors 
 
 What do you think about international players influence in agricultural 
development in country? 
 What do you think about rural decision-making approaches? 
 Does your NGO provide any assistance to farming household when it 
comes to making decision on what farmers should grow? 
 What you think about the collaboration between relevant Ministries? 
E.g. MAFF and MCIE? 
Climate 
change 
 
 What you think about changes in rainfall pattern and temperature 
since Portuguese or Indonesian time? 
 What you think about government policies and programs on food 
security and climate change? 
 What are the causes of climate change? 
 What is the best farming practice in the context of climate change that 
your organisation is advocating? 
 What your organisation is going to address climate change problem? 
Food 
sovereignty 
 
 Is there any example of food sovereignty village in Timor-Leste that 
you know? 
 Key challenges facing the agri-food sectors in Timor-Leste? 
 Is Timor-Leste possible to be food sovereign nations? 
 
 
Government of Timor-Leste 
Food security 
situation 
 What do you think about food security situation in Timor-Leste?  
 Local production and consumption? 
 The potential of local food production and consumption? 
 What do you think about cooperative program implemented by CPD-
RDTL? 
 Land access for food production? 
Government 
policies for agri-
food 
development 
 What are the policies of the government to address food insecurity in 
the country? 
 One Village One Product?  
 People Grows Government Buys? 
 What are rational behind production zone, One Village One Product? 
How would we cope is the specialised regions production fail to 
deliver? 
 Agricultural modernisation, new seeds and tractors distribution? 
 Various payments to veterans and Third aged people? 
 Collaboration between relevant ministries? 
 Collaboration with International agencies? 
Challenges  What challenges do your ministry face in addressing food insecurity 
problems in the country? 
 What do you think are the key challenges facing the agri-food sectors 
in Timor-Leste? 
Decision-
Making 
 Who make decision for one village one product? 
 Why agricultural modernisation using green revolution? 
 Decision for tractor decision? 
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Access to 
market 
 Who control prices in the market currently? 
 Free trade? 
Climate change  What are challenges for climate adaptation in Timor-Leste and 
farming communities specifically? What strategies in place to assist 
farmers when necessary? 
 How integrated are the approaches to food security, development and 
climate change according to you? 
 What is the most essential change require to agri-food system 
production in context of climate change? 
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Appendix 2:  Consent for villagers 
 
Participant Consent Form: Villagers 
Permission was given by the government through The Minister of Justice to conduct this 
research at your village. I have also informed the village chief and subdistrict administrator 
about the objective of this research. They have granted their support for me to conduct this 
project.  
Project Title: Food Sovereignty: Alternative Policy for a Sustainable National Food System in 
Timor-Leste under Climate Change.  
Researcher: Augusto da Silva, PhD candidate, School of Social Sciences at the University 
of Queensland, Brisbane, Queensland 4072, Australia. Phone: +670 7733 7330, Email: 
augusto.dasilva@uqconnect.edu.au  
I have been informed about the objective of this research and I understand that my 
participation is voluntary. The government of Timor-Leste will be provided with the outcomes 
of this research for consideration for future direction of agricultural development. 
Additionally, I have the right to withdraw at any time without penalty or prejudice. I am aware 
that there are no cash benefits for participating in this study.  
By putting my finger stamp or giving a verbal recording of voice, I agree to voluntarily 
participate in the study as an informant.  
 Name:_______________________ Signature/Finger Stamp:_______________________ 
This study has been cleared by the Ethics Review Process of the University of Queensland. 
If you would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in this study please 
contact or talk to:  Dr Chris Clarkson Department of Social Sciences on - +61 (0) 73365 
3235 or Fax: +61 (0)7 33654 1544 
 
Advisory Team: 
Dr Kristen Lyons 
School of Social Sciences 
University of Queensland 
St. Lucia, QLD, 4072 
Australia 
Phone: +61 7 3365 2020 
Email: Kristen.lyons@uq.edu.au  
Dr Peter Walters 
School of Social Sciences 
University of Queensland 
St. Lucia, QLD, 4072 
Australia 
Phone: +61 7 3365 2759 
Email: p.walters@uq.edu.au  
School of Social Science 
Anthropology, Archaeology, Criminology & Sociology 
 
 
School of Social Science T +61 7 3365 3236 Internet: www.socialscience.uq.edu.au 
University of Queensland  F +61 7 3365 1544 Email: socialscience@uq.edu.au 
Brisbane Qld 4072  
Cricos Provider Number 0025B  
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Appendix 3: Consent form for educated people 
 
Participant Consent Form: Educated People 
I invite you to participate in a study of “Food Sovereignty: Alternative Policy for a Sustainable 
National Food System in Timor-Leste under Climate Change”. The objective of this research 
is to examine the impacts of food and agriculture development policies in Timor-Leste both 
at national and the grassroots level, and to explore possible solutions to tackle problems 
related to food security in a sustainable manner. Permission has been sought from the 
government of Timor-Leste, the Minister of Justice on behalf of the government of Timor-
Leste by issuing permission for conducting fieldwork. 
Researcher: Augusto da Silva, PhD candidate, School of Social Sciences at the University 
of Queensland, Brisbane, Queensland 4072, Australia, Phone: +670 77337330; Email: 
augusto.dasilva@uqconnect.edu.au;             
 
I have been informed about the study objective. By signing below, I agree to voluntarily 
participate in the study as an informant. The outcome of this research might be made 
available to government of Timor-Leste in the form of recommendation for future direction of 
food and agricultural development of the country. Additionally, I have the right to withdraw at 
any time without prejudice. I am aware that there are no financial benefits for participating in 
this study.  
 Name:____________________________ Signature:__________________________ 
This study has been cleared by the Ethics Review Process of the University of Queensland. 
If you would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in this study please 
contact or talk to:  Dr Chris Clarkson Department of Social Sciences on - +61 (0) 73365 
3235 or Fax: +61 (0)7 33654 1544 
Advisory Team: 
Dr Kristen Lyons 
School of Social Sciences 
University of Queensland 
St. Lucia, QLD, 4072 
Australia 
Phone: +61 7 3365 2020 
Email: Kristen.lyons@uq.edu.au  
Dr Peter Walters 
School of Social Sciences 
University of Queensland 
St. Lucia, QLD, 4072 
Australia 
Phone: +61 7 3365 2759 
Email: p.walters@uq.edu.au  
School of Social Science T +61 7 3365 3236 Internet: www.socialscience.uq.edu.au 
University of Queensland  F +61 7 3365 1544 Email: socialscience@uq.edu.au 
Brisbane Qld 4072  
Cricos Provider Number 0025B  
School of Social Science 
Anthropology, Archaeology, Criminology & Sociology 
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Appendix 4: Ethical Clearance 
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Appendix 5: Research permit from the Government of 
Timor-Leste 
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Appendix 6: Participants 
Afaloicai Village 
No Code Name Gender Age Education Occupation 
1.  Antonio M 81 N/A Farmer 
2.  Isabel F 62 N/A Farmer 
3.  Vicente M 80 Primary Farmer 
4.  Mario M 52 Secondary Village Chief/Farmer 
5.  Simão M 84 N/A Farmer 
6.  Jose M 78 N/A Village Councillor/Farmer 
7.  Domingos M 38 Secondary Farmer 
8.  Agostu M 70 Primary Hamlet Chief/Farmer 
9.  Maria F 54 N/A Farmer 
10.  Valente M 41 Secondary Farmer 
11.  Paul M 35 Primary Hamlet Chief/Farmer 
12.  Justino M 45 N/A Farmer 
13.  Luis M 42 Primary Farmer 
14.  Pedro M 76 N/A Farmer 
15.  David M 35 Secondary Teacher/Farmer 
16.  Tomas M 83 N/A Farmer 
17.  Joao M 55 Primary Farmer 
18.  Antonio M 54 N/A Farmer 
19.  Francisco M 59 Primary Carpenter/Farmer 
20.  Bernardo M 63 N/A Farmer 
21.  Ana F 40 N/A Farmer 
22.  Angelina F 59 N/A Farmer 
23.  Apeu M 73 N/A Farmer 
24.  Mateus M 27 Tertiary  Student 
25.  Abrao M 27 Tertiary Student 
26.  Sebastiao M 50 Primary Farmer 
27.  Julia F 19 Tertiary  Student 
28.  Julio M 40 Secondary Hamlet Chief/Farmer 
29.  Rosa F 45 Secondary Teacher/Farmer 
30.  Eva F 53 N/A Farmer 
31.  Luisa F 45 Primary Farmer 
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Comoro Village 
No Code name Gend
er 
Age Education 
Profession 
1.  Abel M 55 Primary Field Supervisor 
2.  Jejuina F 35 Primary Vegetable Vendor 
3.  Joaquim M 56 Primary Hamlet chief 
4.  Estanislau M 53 Primary Hamlet chief 
5.  Inacia F 70s N/A Second hand clothes 
vendor 
6.  Florinda F 50s N/A Vegetable vendor 
7.  Celestino M 45 N/A Vegetable vendor 
8.  Carolina F 52 N/A Vegetable vendor 
9.  Sergio M 63 N/A Labourer 
10.  Zenaveva F 25 Tertiary Student 
11.  Aniceto M 32 Tertiary NGO worker 
12.  Ilidio M 30 Tertiary Public servant 
13.  Dimantino M 23 N/A Kiosk Owner 
14.  Dionisio M 29 Tertiary Student 
15.  Tomasia F 40 N/A Vendor 
16.  Aurora F 40 N/A Vendor 
17.  Izaac M 18 N/A Street Vendor 
18.  Madalena F 20 N/A Street Vendor 
19.  Helena F 44 N/A Street Vendor 
20.  Helder M 30 N/A Labour 
21.  Sabina F 53 N/A Street vendor 
22.  Albino M 58 N/A Veteran/vendor 
23.  Ervina F 27 Tertiary Student 
24.  Orlando M 25 Tertiary NGO worker 
25.  Amaro M 64 Tertiary Teacher 
26.  Julieta F 50s N/A Housewife 
27.  Diago M 25 Tertiary Unemployed 
28.  Ivo M 56 Primary  Teacher 
29.  Ester F 25 Tertiary Student 
30.  Patricio M 42 Did not ask Hamlet chief 
31.  Miguel M 32 Tertiary Public servant 
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32.  Deolindo M 35 Secondary  Hamlet chief 
33.  Constantino M 40s N/A Unemployed 
34.  Cristovão M 63 Primary Village Councilor  
35.  Eurico M Did not 
ask 
Did not ask Village Chief 
36.  Gastão M 31 Did not ask Kiosk Owner 
 
Fatubolu Village 
No Code 
name 
Gender Age 
Education 
Profession 
1.  Alex M 39 Secondary Farmer 
2.  Lia F 39 Secondary Farmer, kiosk owner 
3.  Ameu M 39 Primary Farmer, casual worker 
4.  Carlos M 70 N/A Third age, farmer 
5.  Anato M 55 Primary Teacher, Farmer 
6.  Guilherme M 48 Primary Subvillage chief of Fatubolu 
7.  Filomena F 24 Secondary Teacher 
8.  Henrique M 47 Secondary Teacher 
9.  Aze M 42 Primary Kiosk owner 
10.  Martinha F 52 N/A Farmer 
11.  Carlito M 56 N/A Kiosk owner, farmer 
12.  Jeraldino M 63 N/A Farmer 
13.  Sisca F 45 N/A Farmer 
14.  Bosco M 54 Primary Farmer 
15.  Manuel M 88 Primary Third age 
16.  Abel M 73 N/A Farmer 
17.  Xavier M 46 N/A Farmer 
18.  Tori M 40 N/A Kiosk owner, Carpenter 
19.  Ofelia F 60 N/A Farmer 
20.  Ursula F 53 N/A Farmer 
21.  Bento M 100s N/A Farmer 
22.  Josefina F 21 Secondary Farm Worker 
23.  Gilda F 27 Secondary Farm Worker 
24.  Inacio M 62 N/A Farmer 
25.  Alberto M 53 Primary Village chief 
26.  Evaresto M 50 Primary Working for Catholic Chapel 
27.  Martinho M 53 Primary Farmer 
28.  Cosme M 54 Primary Farmer 
29.  Felisiano M 69 N/A Farmer 
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30.  Lorenso M 55 N/A Farmer 
31.  Alda F 50 Primary Farmer  
32.  Teresa F 56 N/A  Farm worker 
33.  Florinda F 50 N/A Kiosk owner, Farmer 
 
Participants from the national level 
No Code name Gender Agency Position 
1.  MCIE M MCIE Minister 
2.  HASATIL M Redi HASATIL Coordinator 
3.  Luta Hamutuk M Luta Hamutuk Executive Director 
4.  CPD-RDTL M CPD-RDTL General Coordinator 
5.  Lao Hamutuk 1  M Lao Hamutuk Research 
6.  UNPAZ M UNPAZ Chancellor 
7.  Timor Corp M Timor Corp Director 
8.  SoSE M SoSE State Secretary 
9.  UNTL 1 
M SoSE/UNTL 
Lecturer, UNFCCC National 
Focal Point 
10.  CNJTL M CNJTL President 
11.  HABURAS M HABURAS/SoSE Advisor/Director 
12.  UNTL 2 M UNTL Lecturer 
13.  JICA  JICA Manager for Agricultural 
Project 
14.  FRETILIN M Fretilin Party President, Former Speaker 
of NP 
15.  National Director 
for Biodiversity 
M Biodiversity 
Directorate 
Director 
16.  NGO Forum M NGO 
Forum/MOKATIL 
Director 
17.  KSI M KSI Program Manager 
18.  PEMATIL M PERMATIL Board President 
19.  KOTA M Former MP Consultant, Lawyer 
20.  UNTL 3 M UNTL Lecturer 
21.  UNTL 4 M UNTL Lecturer 
22.  VMCIE M MCIE Vice Minister 
23.  SoL1 M SoL Former Tim Leader/Advisor 
24.  Former Deputy 
PM 
M - - 
25.  Minister of 
Justice 
M Ministry of Justice Minister 
26.  CEPAD M CEPAD Director 
27.  MAFF M MAFF Minister 
28.  Lao Hamutuk 2 F Lao Hamutuk Researcher 
29.  SoL 2 F SoL  
30.  SoL 3 M SoL  
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Participants in the Seminar 
No Name Gender University Field of Study 
1. Atanasia Guterres F UNTL Agriculture 
2. Calistro Mesquita M UNTL Agriculture 
3. Sonia Barreto F UNTL Agriculture 
4. Eldefonso Boavida M UNTL Agriculture 
5. Salustiano da Costa M UNTL Agriculture 
6. Faustino Gusmão M UNTL Agriculture 
7. Apolonia Soares F UNTL Agriculture 
8. Eurico dos Reis M IOB Economy 
9. Marciana Barreto F UNTL Agriculture 
10. Alexandrina Cardoso F UNTL Agriculture 
11. Carlos Lopes M UNTL Agriculture 
12. Abrão Araujo M UNTL Agriculture 
13. Gaspar Gusmão M UNTL Agriculture 
14. Noemia Alves F UNTL Agriculture 
15. Delfina Marcal F UNTL Agriculture 
16. Euladia Araujo F UNTL Agriculture 
17. Maria Perreira F UNTL Agriculture 
18. Angelo da Costa M UNTL Agriculture 
19. Apolonario da Cruz M UNTL Agriculture 
20. Alexandrino Tavares M UNTL Agriculture 
21. Santiago Monis M UNTL Agriculture 
22. Afonso Monis M UNTL Agriculture 
23. “Nando” da Costa M UNTL Agriculture 
24. Macos do Rego M UNTL Agriculture 
25. Cornelio dos Santos V. M UNTL Agriculture 
26. Mario Guterres M UNTL Agriculture 
27. Benjamin Pinto M DIT Economy 
28. Abrão Pinto M DIT Petroleum 
29. Igidio da Silva M IOB Economy 
30. Antonio Perreira M UNTL Agriculture 
 
 
